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More Mental Health Advertising, Less Mental Health
Stigma?
May 11, 2021  |  Monica E. Oss

The beginnings of virtual mental health service
delivery can be traced to 1986 and Cornell
University’s Dear Uncle Ezra, a question and answer
forum on mental health issues. Some credit the
origins to David Sommers who, in 1995, started a
fee-based service using emails and real-time chats to

provide one-on-one therapy (see The History of Online Therapy). In
the 2000s, we saw a proliferation of telehealth companies—Teladoc
in 2002, Amwell in 2006, and MDLive in 2009. Followed by mental
health specialty platforms like Ginger in 2011, Talkspace in 2012,
BetterHelp in 2013, Quartet Health in 2014, Lyra Health in 2015 …
and now a proliferation of virtual behavioral health companies,
including Amazon and UnitedHealth Group’s new OptumCare
platform. Worldwide, telehealth companies raised a record $4.2
billion in equity funding in the first quarter of 2021 with more than
130 deals from 32 countries. Six telehealth companies became
unicorns with valuations of more than $1 billion. In the same period,
funding for mental health increased nearly 54% over the previous
quarter with $852 million raised through 64 deals (see State Of
Healthcare Q1’21 Report: Investment & Sector Trends To Watch).

Among the proliferation of virtual mental health companies,
Talkspace, in my opinion, has been a game changer in more ways
than one. So we were pleased to have the opportunity for a
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discussion with Talkspace’s Clinical Director, Rachel O’Neill, Ph.D.,
LPCC-S, about the company’s future positioning in the health care
delivery ecosystem. Dr. O’Neill will be a keynoter in our upcoming
session, The Future Of Mental Health Service Delivery: Up Close &
Personal With Ginger, Lyra, & Talkspace on June 16 at the OPEN
MINDS Strategy & Innovation Institute.

Talkspace started in 2012 with live video therapy but switched to
primarily text-based therapy based on consumer preference
(see Talkspace Founders Roni & Oren Frank). Today, the
company’s mainstay is direct-to-consumer options, offered on a
subscription basis and costing between $260 to $396 a month
(although there are sometimes discounts offered through multiple
marketing channels). The packages include a predetermined
number of live video sessions with a clinical professional, and extra
30-minute sessions can be added for $65. Talkspace also offers
teen therapy, couples therapy, a program to treat insomnia, and
medication management (psychiatrists and nurse practitioners are
able to prescribe all medications other than controlled substances
and collaborate with other clinical professionals on Talkspace or
outside, as needed). They recently acquired Lasting, an app with
self-guided exercises for couples, offered as a standalone service.

Talkspace has approximately 46,000 active subscribers and more
than 39 million consumers have access covered by their employers
or health plans. The company also has contracts with health plans
and offers employee assistance programs. For 2021, the
company’s estimated net revenue is $125 million, up nearly 70%
from 2020 estimated net revenue. Earlier this year, Talkspace
announced plans to become publicly traded through a merger with
a special purpose acquisition company that places its valuation at
$1.4 billion and provides $250 million of growth capital (see
Talkspace To Go Public In Deal Valued At $1.4 Billion).

Why is Talkspace a game changer? In part because they were
among the first in the category of virtual behavioral health
companies. But also because they offer a direct-to-consumer
model. They prioritize consumer convenience, offering instant
access to services and multiple ways to access services—text,
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video, and audio—through smartphones, tablets, and laptops. They
offer easy online payment options and “prepaid” monthly
subscription packages (and take commercial insurance) that allows
consumers to know up front exactly what services they will get, how
much it costs, and even who will provide services (they can choose
their therapist from a selection of recommended matches). And
Talkspace has invested heavily in television (see Talkspace Demi
Lovato: Therapy Works) and social media advertising. During the
pandemic, their commercials accompanied the advertising blitz
from other therapy services and apps like Lemonaid Health,
PlushCare, Shine, Calm, Headspace—as well as public service
announcements under the aegis of the National Football League
(see Kicking The Stigma) and the Ad Council (see Whatever Gets
You Talking). All this marketing, along with extensive media
coverage of the mental health impact of the pandemic, has done
much to decrease the perception of stigma in talking about mental
health challenges and seeking help.

However, the skeptics in the field think that virtual behavioral health
delivery systems like Talkspace do not deliver the quality of
consumer care found in traditional provider organizations. We took
the opportunity to ask Dr. O’Neill about that perception. She
emphasized three ways in which Talkspace has set itself apart from
traditional specialty provider organizations—building rapport with
consumers in the virtual space, hiring and continuously upskilling
highly qualified staff, and leveraging data to improve service quality
and outcomes.

Building the relationships to keep consumers
engaged. Talkspace has made significant investments in consumer
engagement. Dr. O’Neill said they have built a stronger rapport with
consumers because they facilitate frequent and immediate
connections. Consumers can connect five days a week by text and
communicate in real time when something is actually happening
and not two weeks after the fact when it’s time for a session. If a
consumer is experiencing acute psychosis or has neurocognitive
disorders, or needs a higher level of care, Talkspace will refer the
consumer out to in-person care or hospitalization as appropriate
and then may continue to work with the consumer post-discharge.

Dr. O’Neill said, “I think this is the key distinction of what we’ve
done at Talkspace compared to what brick and mortar practices
have tried to facilitate as they moved online mostly in the past year.
Virtual is challenging and in some ways, it requires a different set of
skills—when you don’t have some of the non-verbal cues and
especially with asynchronous messaging and written therapeutic
communication. There are certainly skills and tips and tricks to help
facilitate building rapport with your consumers.”

Talent management best practices. Talkspace, like many
traditional provider organizations, has a mix of contract and full-time
clinical professionals delivering services. Dr. O’Neill shared that
recently the company went from working primarily with contract
therapists to employing more full-time therapists in salaried roles.
She said, “I’ve been really excited about this as it takes the services
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that we offer to the next level because it has given us additional
stability across our network.” Talkspace only hires clinical
professionals with masters or doctoral degrees, who are licensed
and credentialed—they work with a national credentialing company
to make sure they meet credentialing standards. All clinical
professionals go through a four-module training as part of their
onboarding process and then leverage ongoing training
opportunities.

Dr. O’Neill also believes they have been able to attract talent that
enjoys being part of an innovative, cutting-edge company with
a technology-rich “startup culture.” She said, “When I joined
Talkspace four years ago, I used to completely geek out about all
the technology available to me as a therapist. I rendered a
diagnosis and the assessment automatically deployed every 21
days. I didn’t have to remember to send it and I could track my
clients’ progress. And machine learning helps me identify indicators
of potential risk increase. So our company is a great fit for the
mental health professional that loves the idea of using technology
to inform their practice.”

Using data to improve performance. Talkspace has invested in a
real-time, automated clinical outcome measurement program. They
have 26 outcome measures, which they use based on each
consumer’s primary diagnosis. The system is set up to follow up
with consumers on the relevant measures every 21 days. The
company tracks progress not only by individual consumers but also
by clinical professionals, and by condition. Dr. O’Neill said, “The
data gives us insight into diagnoses that we treat well and it gives
us room to grow in terms of diagnoses that perhaps we need to get
better at treating or need to pay more attention to in terms of how
we’re preparing our providers to treat those concerns. It also allows
us to determine whether or not there are variations by age. For
example, do those who are 18 to 26 years old do better on our
platform versus those who are 65 years and older? There are so
many opportunities for us to utilize the data to determine whether or
not what we’re doing works. It’s obviously speaking the love
language of managed care companies that we have this data but
beyond that, it’s just helpful for quality therapeutic practice.”

Dr. O’Neill has been able to tell the difference coming from a
background in community mental health—“I come from a time
where assessment instruments were hand delivered and hand
scored so it was cumbersome and hard to get the data out. But
even as we moved to the world of electronic medical records where
some of that was more automated, we did not have a full data
science department to identify whether or not there was
measurable change. At Talkspace, we have a dedicated data
science team and a dedicated research department whose role is
simply to identify whether or not what we’re doing works. To put it
simply, we have the resources for it.”

The conversation with Dr. O’Neill served as a reminder of how the
expectations of consumers and health plans for behavioral health
services are changing. Convenience, rapid access, engagement,
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payment simplification, and performance measurement are
increasingly becoming “the base” from which competitive service
offerings compete.

For more on upping your organization’s competitive
advantage, check out these resources in The OPEN MINDS
Circle Library:

Telehealth Is Health In The Next Normal: How To Develop & Design
Hybrid Services: OPEN MINDSManagement Newsletter, February
2021
Telehealth Implementation & Operations: Making Telehealth Profitable
Virtual Care Is So Much More Than Just Telehealth – Embracing All
The Tools Of The Digital Care Environment
Telehealth Isn’t All That’s Gone Virtual In COVID-19—Has Your Social
Media Strategy Kept Up?
Digital Transformation: Beyond Telehealth, Beyond The EHR
The Telehealth 3.0 Era
Innovation Does Not Stop With Telehealth
Telehealth—Not For Everyone
Planning For Telehealth Sustainability In The Next Normal: The
MindPath Care Centers Case Study
Growing A Telehealth Program After The Crisis Surge: The CHE
Behavioral Health Services Case Study

And for even more, join us virtually from June 14 to 16 for
the 2021 OPEN MINDS Strategy & Innovation Institute.
Registration is open to all and free to Elite members of OPEN
MINDS Circle. On June 16, 2021, Karan Singh, Co-Founder and
Chief Operating Officer at Ginger, Rachel O’Neill, Ph.D., Clinical
Director at Talkspace, and Sean McBride, Vice President of
Partnerships at Lyra Health will discuss innovations in behavioral
health care at the keynote panel, The Future Of Mental Health
Service Delivery: Up Close & Personal With Ginger, Lyra, &
Talkspace and take your questions.
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