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Editorial on the Research Topic
Factors influencing user engagement with digital mental health
interventions

Digital mental health interventions (DMHIs) are a promising solution to increase access to

mental health support and overcome barriers to traditional mental health care, including

costs (1) and stigma (2, 3). However, despite DMHIs’ potential, user engagement with

them has been known to vary (4). There are various factors that can impact engagement,

such as user-related factors (e.g., type and severity of mental health symptoms),

intervention-related factors (e.g., type of content offered by the intervention), and

technology- or environment-related factors (5).0

This Research Topic on Factors Influencing User Engagement with Digital Mental Health

Interventions includes 8 articles to further investigate the various factors influencing user

engagement and to what extent current DMHIs take these factors into account.

Using a variety of research methods, and focusing on a range of populations, this

Research Topic presents new insights into factors that influence user engagement with

DMHIs. For example, older adults may have little confidence or experience using

technology (6), women from refugee backgrounds may prioritize inherently social mental

health experiences over digital self-care apps (7), and lower-income family members may

not have the required resources to access DMHIs, such as high-speed internet and a

smartphone (1, 8). Articles in this Research Topic included different populations such as

older adults, adolescents and students, Black women, people with schizophrenia, and

mental health professionals.

Raue et al. explored a message-based psychotherapy tool with 2,470 older adults and

matched them with a cohort of younger adults aged 26–35 years to compare any

differences in mental health improvements. They found that while cohorts did not differ

in anxiety or depressive symptoms at the end of the study, younger adults experienced a

quicker reduction in anxiety symptoms. Furthermore, older adults attended more days in

treatment, but there were no differences between cohorts in app usage. McCall et al.

conducted a focus group to inform the design of a mobile app tailored to Black women
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in supporting anxiety and depression. Recommendations were

related to the type of content and features offered by the app,

transparency about data and privacy, and creating a sense of

community. Badawi et al. explored what factors facilitate user

engagement with DMHIs among students and adolescents. They

found different factors for frequent and infrequent users of

DMHIs. Facilitators for frequent users included announcements

about upcoming DMHI programs and having access to a variety

of DMHI programs. Infrequent users wanted more concrete

information about how DMHIs might help them and wanted to

monitor their progress when completing DMHI activities.

Simões de Almeida and Marques conducted a scoping

review of 28 research studies to synthesize factors that may

influence how people with schizophrenia engage with DMHIs.

The authors identify a number of factors such as providing

incentives to engage with the tool and reliability of content.

Lastly, Moilanen et al. focused on members of the general

public and found that people’s personal prior experience with

DMHIs affected their perceived trust in a chatbot. Overall,

participants gave higher security and trust scores to a

traditional web interface compared to a chatbot interface.

These studies highlight the importance of understanding

different user populations when developing and implementing

DMHIs and considering their unique needs.

In addition to different types of end-users, mental health

providers may have different perspectives on what is needed to

facilitate DMHI adoption and engagement. Feijt et al. conducted

a survey with 1,039 mental health professionals and asked about

their use of digital mental health tools. In line with previous

work (9), they found the COVID-19 pandemic had led to an

increase in the perceived value and use of DMHIs, and the

majority of professionals intended to continue to use DMHIs in

their practices.

While user studies can provide insight into user needs that may

affect user engagement, Rickard et al. reviewed 91 DMHIs

focusing on five areas: accessibility, integrity, clinical and research

evidence base, user engagement, and interoperability. They found

that only one DMHI fulfilled all these five evaluation metrics,

indicating the need for more robust design and evaluation

process in this domain.

People use a mixture of tools to support their health and well-

being (10), and it may be cumbersome to add yet another digital

tool to this collection. Rather than creating a standalone mental

health tool, Balcombe and de Leo explored the opportunity to

integrate mental health into existing technologies users may

already use. In their opinion article, they focused on utilizing a

music streaming platform for this purpose. The authors proposed

that music platforms can be a useful platform to integrate with

mental health, as listening to and creating music can reduce
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stress, anxiety, and depression. Furthermore, popular streaming

platforms like Spotify already use their platform to host playlists

and podcasts around mental health, which can reduce stigma

around mental health help-seeking. The authors proposed to host

the vetted digital mental health platform MindSpot on these

streaming platforms in order to assess differences in mental

health outcomes as well as user experience and link these

outcomes with platform engagement and user behavior.

Overall, the studies in this Research Topic highlight that: a one-

size-fits-all approach may not work and designing for specific

populations in ways that addresses their unique needs may

increase acceptance and engagement; the COVID-19 pandemic

has increased use and perceived value of DMHIS among mental

health professionals and facilitated their intention for integrating

DMHIs into their in-person care; not all publicly available

DMHIs are of an equally high-quality standard, highlighting the

need to hold app developers accountable to minimum-quality

standards and for users and practitioners to assess whether

DMHIs meet these standards; there is an opportunity to

integrate mental health support into existing digital products.

Researchers and developers can use these findings to inform

development and evaluation of DMHIs to create meaningful

tools and better understand the contextual factors that impact

user engagement with these tools.
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