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Executive Summary

     Stepped Care for Mental Health: Care Recommendations and Utilization Through Modern Health | December 202002

Modern Health is a mental health benefits platform for employees based on a stepped care delivery 
model. A stepped care approach is largely dependent on successfully assessing and recommending 
care to each individual, and that’s what we explore in this paper. The purpose of this study is to 
evaluate the care recommendation system and utilization rates of Modern Health, which we examine 
by analyzing two metrics:

of employees who registered with Modern Health 

engaged with care*54%

    Whether members’ clinical needs (as determined by a clinically validated baseline 

        assessment) match their self-reported goals, and


   Whether members utilize their benefits after receiving a care option recommendation.

1. 

2. 

Results of this study show that when we consider the self-selected goal categories in light of the 
recommended care level, we see compelling alignment: More clinically relevant topics were selected 
by members with high clinical need while less clinically relevant topics were selected by members 
with less clinical need. 



And employees are making use of the care made available to them: A total of 54% of employees who 
registered with Modern Health engaged with care, indicating that employees will make use of their 
benefits when offered appropriately matched mental health care that’s easy to use.

Introduction
dominant care delivery model

one 
licensed therapist for every 3,000 people

40% of US adults

In the mental health care field, the  can be described as “one path to 
therapy”—that is, the idea that a person with mental health needs should be directed to one-on-one 
counseling with a therapist. At Modern Health, we believe this model not only fails to meet the growing 
need for mental health services, but reinforces some of the challenges.



For one, this delivery model is partly responsible for a worldwide treatment gap wherein only a fraction 
of people with mental health needs actually get treatment. The model isn’t scalable; there is only 

 in the United States and simply not enough of this type of 
care to treat the  who report struggling with their mental health.

*Across therapy, coaching, and digital content.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29900543/
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2014/06/datapoint
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2014/06/datapoint
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6932a1.htm
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perpetuates stigma

health outcomes at lower cost for more people

more satisfied receiving the level of care

Compounding all of these problems, the dominant model results in deeply mismatched care. The 
model offers only one treatment plan—therapy—which means people aren’t being directed to care 
based on their level of need or their preferences. Imagine a hospital waiting room where everyone is 
directed to surgery; it just doesn’t make sense. This results in a system of treatment wherein a doctoral 
level provider may be assisting a client experiencing situational work stress while someone with a 
clinical diagnosis can’t find help. The dominant therapy model also , while 
ignoring culture and personal preferences, by assuming mental health care is exclusively designed to 
address serious distress. In truth, everyone has mental health that ebbs and flows throughout their 
lives and there are myriad ways to care for it. 



There is an alternative. The “stepped care” delivery model was developed to address these kinds of 
systemic problems and achieve better . In a stepped 
care model, everyone who needs care undergoes a series of clinically validated assessments and is 
subsequently offered options for the right level of care for their needs. When applied to mental health 
care, stepped care is dramatically less expensive than the dominant model because individuals are 
directed to the most effective but least resource-intensive type of care. Stepped care also reduces 
stigma in mental health treatment by reinforcing the truth that everyone has mental health, and 
research suggests that people are  they are best suited for. 



Stepped care is the delivery model on which Modern Health services are based. As a mental health 
platform for employees, we pair individual employees with the right level of care for their needs. Of 
course, a stepped care approach is largely dependent on successfully assessing and recommending 
care to each individual. A person with intensive mental health needs may require more rigorous help 
than a person experiencing situational stress, and we need to get both the assessment and the care 
matching right. That’s what we explore in this paper.

fiscally unsustainableIt’s : In the US, therapeutic care is typically offered through fractured medical 
insurance plans, and therapists have a disincentive to join their ranks because in-network 
reimbursement rates are so low while demand for out-of-network therapy is so high. Some employees 
are ostensibly offered therapy benefits through employer-sponsored Employee Assistance Programs 
(EAPs), but these are often arduous to access and characterized by long wait times for an 
appointment. Taking the high cost of clinical therapy into account, these barriers mean therapy is 
beyond the reach of most Americans.

https://ps.psychiatryonline.org/doi/full/10.1176/ps.2008.59.4.392
https://europepmc.org/article/med/17430447
https://bmchealthservres.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1472-6963-9-90
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0005789419300978
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Study Overview

The purpose of this study is to evaluate the care recommendation system and utilization rates of 
Modern Health, an employer-sponsored mental health benefits platform using a stepped care model. 
In this study, we examine the effectiveness of our care recommendation approach by analyzing two 
metrics: First, do participants’ clinical needs match their self-reported goals? And second, once a care 
recommendation is made, do participants utilize their benefits? The results of this study will be 
presented at the Society of Behavioral Medicine 2021 conference and we are sharing preliminary 
outcomes in a condensed format here. 

Below, we discuss the Modern Health care recommendation system, examining both its effectiveness 
and utilization rates. We discuss our inclusion of the individual’s goals during the care 
recommendation process and shed light on our care-matching process. We answer the following 
questions: How effective is the Modern Health recommendation system in matching members with the 
right level of care? How much are members utilizing different levels of care? We share the data 
demonstrating the clinical effectiveness of our approach, and finally discuss ongoing efforts to further 
innovate our model.
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Stepped Care at Modern Health

We want to direct members to the right level of care at the outset of their experience with Modern 
Health, while also offering them the ability to move between levels and types of care as their needs 
and goals fluctuate with changing life circumstances.

goal pursuit is important for motivation

To target the right kind of care while offering maximum flexibility, the Modern Health stepped care 
model defines levels of mental health in order of increasing intensity based on clinical need. The 
mildest level of care, which we identify as “green,” is designed for prevention. Care at this level is 
available to all members. Our intermediate level of care, or “yellow,” addresses moderate clinical 
needs and care at this level is available to employees as part of our recommended options. Our most 
intensive level of care, or “red,” serves the population with a high clinical need for mental health care 
and is again available to employees as a recommended option. The individual care modalities offered 
within each level continue to evolve as our company grows, but the care options recommended at the 
time of this study are defined below.



In addition to assessing clinical need, it is important to assess an individual’s goals for engaging in 
mental health care. We know from research that  and that 
outcomes improve when care is aligned with goals, so the secondary element of our care 
recommendation system is asking employees to share their goals for their mental health. In line with 
our belief that mental health interacts with all facets of daily life, we offer support across a range of 
relatable topics to provide a destigmatizing, approachable entry to care. Members can select up to 
three areas of support they want to focus on during their care journey. These self-reported goals, in 
tandem with the baseline assessment described above, comprise the data we collect to recommend 
care options.

Preventive Care

Moderate Clinical 
Needs

High Clinical Needs

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0963721414559774?casa_token=i1-MN_g6Ex0AAAAA%3A8rxtUAMMBrsUyyjTzGDw4GoyWPqIyvryrTWtDcXgevCAHEjJYi6QPC_-JZpVSWx1oLFubV73Y1jdzg
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Study Design
We analyzed data from 23,140 employees and their benefit-eligible dependents who registered for 
Modern Health between September 30, 2019 and November 3, 2020. The mean age of participants was 
33 (SD = 16 years) and 47% of participants identified as female, 35% identified as male, and for 18% we 
did not have gender data available.



Upon registering for the Modern Health product, employees were prompted to get a care 
recommendation. Following best practices, our care recommendation system includes three steps:

WHO-5
Our baseline assessment began with the World Health Organization-Five Well-Being Index 
questionnaire ( )—a robust and unidimensional assessment of subjective well-being that has 
demonstrated high clinimetric validity and can be used as a sensitive and specific screening tool for 
depressive symptoms. This questionnaire captures important aspects of emotional health, is brief, has 
clear clinical cutoffs, uses not-stigmatizing terminology, and is available in multiple languages to 
serve our global employee population. Depending on the results of the WHO-5 questionnaire, 
employees may also be administered the Patient Health Questionnaire-2 (PHQ-2) depression 
screener and the Generalized Anxiety Disorder-2 (GAD-2) anxiety screener. 



In addition to the baseline assessment, employees were asked to select up to three mental health 
topics they wanted to work on from a list of eight topics: work performance, relationships, stress & 
anxiety, healthy lifestyles, financial well-being, inclusion & belonging, life challenges, and mindfulness 
& meditation.

    a baseline assessment with self-reported goals assessment 

   a provisional needs identification based on clinical cutoffs 

   a recommendation for care 

1. 
2. 
3. 

Baseline and self-reported goals assessment

* We have since updated our self-reported goals questionnaire. This is a sample of the questionnaire used at the time of this study.

https://www.karger.com/Article/Fulltext/376585
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We made a provisional identification of the member’s mental health needs using validated and 
established clinical cutoffs for each scale. We then provided recommended options for the 
appropriate level and method of care.

Provisional needs identification and care options

Members at all levels (green, yellow, and red) had access to our library of more than 120 self-guided 
digital programs. Developed by our team of licensed therapists and certified coaches using 
evidence-based techniques like Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy (ACT), these courses and meditations take as little as two minutes to complete 
and are designed to introduce mental health concepts and skills that members can utilize 
immediately. 



In addition, members in the green (preventive care level) and yellow (intermediate clinical needs) 
were recommended to work with a coach. All coaches are accredited by the International Coaching 
Federation or receive other similar certification, must have completed at least 60 hours of training and 
100+ hours of coaching, and are screened and vetted by Modern Health to ensure they are trained in 
and offer only evidence-based approaches (primarily CBT, ACT, Motivational Interviewing, and 
mindfulness-based approaches). Coaching sessions are 30 minutes long and all sessions follow a 
similar structure: The coach and participant choose a topic for discussion and through 
evidence-based principles, the coach helps the participant develop insight into their current 
challenges, identify a goal the participant would like to work toward, and think about self-beliefs or 
behaviors that might be impeding progress. 

* We have since updated our care recommendations flow. This diagram describes the flow used at the time of this study.
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Members in the red had high clinical needs as evidenced by their symptoms, so we provided options 
for them to work with a licensed clinical therapist. All therapists in the Modern Health network are 
licensed providers with advanced degrees in clinical psychology or a related field (e.g., PhD, PsyD, 
LCSW, LMFT, LPC). They are vetted and selected for a demonstrated history of delivering high-quality 
care and practicing only evidence-based methods.



While members’ self-reported goals did not inform their preliminary needs identification or care 
recommendations, their goals informed the care matching they received. For example, if a member 
selected work performance as an area of focus, we recommended coaches who specialize in 
coaching around mental health topics at work. In this way, our care recommendation system ensures 
that members are receiving personalized, clinically appropriate care, and providers at each level are 
practicing at the top of their license and in their areas of expertise. 



Similarly, while again not part of our care recommendation system, later in the care matching process 
we offered a list of optional clinical focus areas for members in the red who were recommended 
therapy. (Focus areas included grief, trauma, family therapy, substance use, and more.) 



To assess the effectiveness of our care recommendation engine, we analyzed the percentage of 
employees in each recommendation level and how these differed by selected mental health goal 
topics. We also analyzed the percentage of employees utilizing each mental health service in our 
stepped care model.
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Results and Interpretation

Our baseline assessment identified 19% of members in the green, 69% in the yellow, and 12% in the red, 
with comparable distributions by gender and age.

Recommended care levels by baseline assessment

Healthy State 18.58%

Moderate to 
High Stress 69.04%

Clinical Need 12.38%
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Across all members, the most commonly requested area of support was stress & anxiety, selected by 
65%. Over a third of members also selected relationships, healthy lifestyles, or work performance.

Goal category distribution

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

22%

34%

10%

29% 29%

40%

65%

34%

Financial Wellbeing Healthy Lifestyles Inclusion & Belonging

Life Challenges Mindfulness & Meditation Relationships

Stress & Anxiety Work Performance

Members’ Self-Reported Goal Categories
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When comparing across gender and age ranges, we find women were more likely than men to select 
life challenges and stress & anxiety, while younger adults (18-24) were more likely than older adults 
(45+) to select stress & anxiety and less likely to select mindfulness & meditation.

Female Male

60%

70%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

41%

34%

21%

34%

10%

31%

28%

69%

9%

35%

25%

32%

39%

60%

36%

24%

Financial Wellbeing Healthy Lifestyles Inclusion & Belonging

Life Challenges Mindfulness & Meditation Relationships

Stress & Anxiety Work Performance

Goal Category Distribution by Gender
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When we consider the self-selected goal categories in light of the recommended care level assigned 
to members, we see compelling alignment as a validation of our assessment. 

Clinical need matches self-reported goals

Goal Category and Care Level Alignment

Healthy StateClinical Need Moderate to High Stress

Financial 
Wellbeing

Healthy 
Lifestyle

Inclusion & 
Belonging

Mindfulness & 
Meditation

Relationships Stress & 

Anxiety

Work

Performance

Life Challenges

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%
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For example, while stress & anxiety is the overall most requested topic across all members, 80% of 
members in the red select this category as a preferred area of focus compared to only 46% of 
members in the green. Stress & anxiety is a topic that may be more closely associated with 
therapeutic needs such as clinically diagnosable anxiety. In this way, the self-selected goal category 
as a data point reinforces the recommended red level of care. Life challenges is also selected more 
frequently by members in the red (35%) than by those in the green (26%), again suggesting that when 
used as a data point, the goal category reinforces the appropriateness of recommending prevention 
(or green) as a level of care for those who are not as significantly concerned about life challenges. 



Conversely, less clinical topics are most requested by members in the green, followed by those in the 
yellow, then those in the red. For example, financial well-being is selected by more employees in the 
green (28%) compared to those in the red (16%), as well as mindfulness & meditation (35% of 
members in the green compared to 22% in the red). Again, the goal category reinforces the 
appropriateness of recommending prevention (or green) as a level of care for those whose primary 
goal categories include less clinical topics, such as financial health or mindfulness & meditation. 



These differences in self-reported goals serve as an initial validation of our baseline assessment 
system. The finding that employees in the red select more clinical topics (like stress & anxiety) 
whereas those in the green select more non-clinical topics (like financial well-being) indicates that 
our assessment accurately identifies clinical need and employees are presented with the right care 
options.

Some supporting evidence around whether employees are being matched to the right level of care 
lies in the degree to which they make use of care. 



Of the members included in this study, a total of 54% of employees who registered with Modern Health 
engaged with care. 39% used at least one piece of digital content, 31% received at least one coaching 
session, and 11% utilized at least one therapy session.

Employee utilization of care

Registration and overall eligibility
27% of all eligible members registered with Modern Health

Assessments
87% of registered members completed initial baseline assessment

Care
15% of all eligible members received care through Modern Health
54% of registered members received care through Modern Health
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Programs and meditations
38% of registered members used at least one digital program or meditation

Coaching
31% of registered members completed at least one coaching session

Therapy

52% of registered members who completed one coaching session also completed two or 
more coaching sessions 

11% of registered members completed at least one therapy session 
89% of registered members who completed one therapy session also completed two or 
more therapy sessions

One key to driving mental health outcomes is promoting engagement and utilization with the range of 
evidence-based tools that Modern Health provides. We are focused on creating a product that is easy 
for our members to engage with and we often prioritize our efforts around these metrics. We are 
heartened to see that at the time of this study across our entire book of business, more than a quarter 
(27%) of all eligible employees and dependents registered with Modern Health, expressing interest in 
caring for their mental health through our platform. More than half of those, or 15% overall, received 
care in the form of coaching, therapy, or digital tools. Compared to a typical EAP utilization rate of 
between 3-5%, we are encouraged by how many more people are accessing the mental health 
services they need through our employer-sponsored stepped care approach.

Limitations and Future Directions
Modern Health exists at the intersection of forward-thinking technology and decades of psychology 
research. We rely on a mountain of peer-reviewed evidence in our work but look ahead in our delivery 
models. As our industry rapidly evolves, we too are constantly iterating and improving to better 
disseminate high-quality, evidence-based mental health care to the world. 



After this study concluded, we used the data insights generated to adjust our assessment and 
methodology for providing care recommendations. Most notably, we have adjusted our approach so 
that people with mild mental health concerns (whose daily lives are impacted in mild to moderate 
ways) are more likely to be directed to a new, specific category of mental health coaching (previously, 
they would have been most likely directed to therapy). Our mental health coaches receive additional 
training in evidence-based approaches and consult regularly with a therapist. Some situations that 
may be well-suited to mental health coaching include relationship stress, mild lack of professional 
motivation, and feelings of parenting overwhelm.
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group support sessions

In addition, we have since adjusted our self-reported goal questionnaire and updated our care 
matching process for greater personalization. We also offer new care modalities, for example we have 
been piloting  for most of 2020 with great success and now offer virtual group 
support discussions and courses as a standard part of our care options. 



In terms of study limitations, while member utilization of care is partly supportive of the idea that 
members were correctly matched to the right level of care, it does not paint a complete picture. There 
are many reasons why employees may not make use of their benefits, for example, scheduling 
challenges, general busyness, and legacy stigma surrounding mental health care. Similarly, members 
making use of their benefits does not wholly confirm that their care recommendation was the best it 
could be; it could simply be the easiest option available to them, so they made use of it. 



It’s important to note that at Modern Health, our initial care recommendation is a starting place, not a 
destination. We expect and encourage individuals to move among care levels throughout their lives 
and during their time with Modern Health, and we ask our providers to be attuned to whether their 
client’s needs would be better served with a different level of care. This is partly why we encourage 
members to take regular assessments when interacting with the platform so we can better track 
outcomes and ensure members are consistently matched to the right level of care.

Conclusion

Assessing members’ needs and connecting them to the right level of care is critical to the success of 
our stepped care approach. Our baseline assessment system relies on heavily researched, clinically 
validated surveys that put our preliminary needs identifications on the right track. The distribution of 
members’ self-reported goal categories then serve as a partial validation of our baseline 
assessments. Our member utilization rates are well above typical employer-sponsored EAP utilization 
rates, indicating that employees will make use of their benefits when offered appropriately matched 
mental health care that’s easy to use. 



Our stepped care model provides a solution for every employee across the mental health spectrum 
by recommending a personalized care plan based on each employee’s unique needs. In this way, 
Modern Health provides a cost-effective suite of options beyond therapy for all while addressing the 
mental health care access problem, providing more people with access to high-quality, 
evidence-based tools to care for their mental health. 


https://www.modernhealth.com/post/collective-support-can-help-in-difficult-times
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