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Mental Health Apps – Rapid Growth



Fit for College Students

• Increased rates of distress and 
help-seeking
• Abundant barriers to seeking 

traditional mental health 
services
• Many students are digital 

natives



Apps can be effective

• Meta-analytic studies demonstrate that smartphone-based 
interventions are more effective than control conditions in reducing 
symptoms of anxiety (Firth et al., 2017a) and depression (Firth et al., 
2017b)
• Effects smaller when compared to active control conditions
• Effects larger for interventions which incorporated other 

human/computerized aspects along the smartphone component



The main challenge: 
Finding reliable and accurate digital mental health tools



How are people finding apps? 





Credibility

• The Credibility Score is a measure of the research support backing an app 
or digital tool. This measure aims to give users an idea of how likely it is 
that it will work. 
• Apps are scored based on:

• the level of research support they have
• who funded the published paper(s) supporting the app’s effectiveness
• how specific the intervention the app proposes is - is it designed to target a specific 

condition or symptom, to help with overall well-being, or for tracking and 
monitoring? The more specific the intervention, the higher an app will score here.

• Apps also receive scores for the number of ratings in app stores, the level of expert 
clinical input in their development, and how recently they have been updated.
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User Experience

• The User Experience rating is 
an app quality score. 
• The Mobile App Rating Scale 

(MARS) is used to assess the 
quality of the user experience 
of apps. 
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Transparency







Designing and Implementing Digital Mental 
Health Tools to College Students
• Working with two Illinois state universities to design and implement a 

student stress management app
• User-centered design work revealed a rich social ecosystem 

surrounding mental health
• Students do not want to just connect with peers for mental health 

support, but they also rely on their peers as referral sources and, 
more generally, as sources of credible knowledge. 
• This context shapes students’ interest in and willingness to engage 

with different types of mental health support.



Let’s talk more:
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