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Using science as a differentiator
in a crowded digital mental
health market
Jennifer Huberty*, Clare C. Beatty and Jacqlyn Yourell

Fit Minded, Inc., Phoenix, AZ, United States
The digital mental health industry has seen remarkable growth in recent years.
However, within this crowded landscape, many companies overlook a critical
factor for gaining a competitive edge: the integration of science. In this
context, “science” refers to the strategic collection and analysis of information
(i.e., data) at digital mental health companies, aimed at guiding business
decisions and achieving business objectives. This paper demonstrates that
science is integral, yet underutilized in the digital mental health industry, with
common misconceptions about its role. When science is integrated within a
company, it enables them to (1) innovate, (2) understand customers, (3) make
informed decisions, and (4) drive revenue. Digital mental health companies
recognizing the multifaceted value of science may be better equipped for
sustainable growth and success amid the crowded digital health market.
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1 Introduction

The digital mental health industry has seen remarkable growth in recent years, with

over 20,000 apps now focused on mental wellness (1). This surge has led to a highly

competitive market. In order to differentiate themselves, digital mental health

companies could consider integrating science into their business strategy (2, 3). The

integration of science helps a company demonstrate their innovation and impact on

mental health outcomes. Integrating science may include building a science team

(external or internal) to collect and analyze data that will inform business decisions,

developing a scientific roadmap that supports teams cross-functionally (e.g., product,

marketing, science, clinical teams etc.), and/or creating several communication pathways

(e.g., presentations, summaries, reports) for translating scientific findings to various key

stakeholders (e.g., customers, C-suite, B2B sales). Many companies fail to recognize and

harness science’s integral role (4, 5) often because they misunderstand how science can

be used and integrated in the business context. This lack of understanding can result in

missed opportunities. There is a path forward; with education, commitment, and

strategy, science can help companies differentiate themselves.
2 Misconceptions about science in industry

Drawing from our background as academic researchers who transitioned to industry

scientists in the digital mental health sector, we have successfully leveraged science to

achieve business goals. This has equipped us with valuable insights into the common
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misconceptions regarding science’s role in business. From these

experiences, we have identified four key lessons.

1. There is no one-size-fits-all scientific approach in business.

For some digital mental health companies, science may

manifest as clinical trial studies, while others rely on

customer surveys for insights or literature reviews to inform

product roadmaps. Science in this context extends beyond

peer-reviewed journal articles and clinical trials.

2. The goals of science in industry are different from academic

research. In industry, science is aligned with business needs,

revenue goals, and quarterly key performance indicators

(KPIs). Industry science leverages scientific rigor to generate

and answer thoughtful questions that advance business goals

and secure investments.

3. Science should not be an afterthought. Science should be

deeply integrated into companies’ infrastructure (e.g., internal

or external science teams, roadmaps, communication

pathways) and operate as a key component of business

strategy. Incorporating science into business strategy ensures

that decisions are rooted in evidence, which fosters

innovation and drives companies towards sustainable growth

and success.

4. Science does not have to be expensive. The rigor and intensity

of scientific endeavors should align with a company’s

developmental stage. There are instances where companies

have disproportionately allocated resources towards scientific

pursuits, potentially surpassing the needs of their present

phase (e.g., an early-stage startup might not find it beneficial

to allocate a significant portion of their budget to science

right away) (6). Scientists can educate the C-suite on how to

efficiently engage in science, considering the company’s stage

and short-term business priorities.

3 Leveraging science to advance
business goals and objectives

As digital mental health companies understand the value of

science and how to integrate and conduct science within the

context of business, embracing science empowers them to (1)

innovate, (2) understand customers, (3) make informed

decisions, and (4) drive revenue.
3.1 Science for innovation

To maintain a competitive edge, digital mental health

companies must identify their core innovation and have a plan

to prove it. Science can be used to develop and test innovation

and can help answer the question, “What differentiates you from

competitors?” This iterative process may include (1) reviewing

the scientific literature and competitors’ science (if applicable) to

understand the landscape and identify opportunities for a

competitive edge; (2) formulating and rapidly testing hypotheses

for product and service development; (3) iterating based on

clinical outcomes to refine offerings; and (4) crafting a
Frontiers in Digital Health 02
compelling narrative that showcases credibility through evidence-

based science and unique solutions. In crowded markets,

proprietary scientific research is the most reliable way to

demonstrate true innovation and attract investors, customers, and

talent. As competition increases, digital mental health companies

can leverage science to define and defend their competitive edge.
3.2 Science to understand customers

Digital mental health companies might assume they know their

customers and believe they are effectively addressing their needs/

solving their problems. However, without asking scientifically

guided questions, companies may fail to truly understand their

customers’ problems and whether they are effectively addressing

needs. This may include identifying specific challenges that

customers face or determining why they are using a specific

digital mental health product. For example, a digital mental

health company that aims to target stress might ask questions,

driven by a scientific framework, that determine whether their

customers are using their product to help them sleep better (thus

potentially eliminating stress). Through this discovery, the

company can tailor their solutions to better address the diverse

needs of their customers, potentially resulting in enhanced

customer satisfaction, increased engagement, and sales.

Many companies use market or user experience (UX) research

to understand their customers and facilitate positive user

experiences (7). While this can be helpful, market/UX research

often focuses on specific problems or features in isolation (8, 9),

rather than holistically connecting customer perceptions and

experiences to business goals. Additionally, UX research focuses

on current users, without considering future implications (9).

There are resource friendly scientific research methods that can

be employed to collect more comprehensive insights beyond user

experience data alone, providing an evidence-based, outcome-

driven methodology. Cross-sectional surveys (which include

validated self-report instruments) and focus groups, for example,

generate evidence-based insights about customers’ needs and

preferences, as well as self-reported clinical outcomes that can be

used to inform product, content, and pain points in the sales

process (10). Additionally, these methods are publishable and can

provide early stage companies with preliminary evidence for their

products. Ultimately, a scientific approach to understanding the

customer may improve engagement, satisfaction, and retention,

while simultaneously establishing evidence and credibility.
3.3 Science to make informed decisions

Digital mental health companies often make decisions based on

their ideas and opinions, without supporting scientific data or

evidence (11, 12). This wastes time, money, and resources—all

issues avoidable by integrating science from the start, rather than

as an afterthought. When embedded early, science can

continually inform strategy and decision-making.
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Science should be embedded across organizational teams,

unifying disjointed groups under shared objectives. For example,

engineering, product, data science and science teams often work

in silos when they should support each other to achieve team

objectives. Roadmaps should be built and discussed between

teams or developed together. This cross-functional embedding of

science enables unified approaches for making company-wide,

data-driven decisions that align with evolving business goals and

performance indicators. Integrating science cross-functionally

helps reveal what is not working for users, such as when outcomes

are stagnant. Overall, this helps pinpoint optimal pivot

opportunities, guide investments, and illuminate new strategic

directions. Integrating science from the onset maximizes its value

by steering business strategy and minimizing wasted resources.

Business leaders who are committed to long-term success recognize

the value science plays in creating an organizational infrastructure.

It is important to note that in the cases where digital mental health

companies lack resources to conduct their own science, there are

opportunities to form collaborations, create scientific advisory boards,

and build partnerships with academic institutions to bridge the gap

between science and business needs (13–15). These partnerships may

produce the level of evidence and overall credibility that marketing,

sales, and investors require for business growth.
3.4 Science to drive revenue

Many CEOs express concern that science does not produce direct

revenue (6); while this may be true, science generates indirect revenue

(6, 16). Companies often focus on immediate needs, failing to allocate

resources that lay their future foundation. Science helps companies

build their foundation for the long-term by creating and sustaining

the infrastructure that fuels all revenue touch points. There are

several key ways science contributes to indirect revenue:

Investments: Science builds credibility with both investors and

customers by providing proof points that a product works as

claimed and is backed by research. Investors need to quickly

comprehend why they should fund a company, and science

provides the language to convey impact and differentiation.

This credibility can help companies secure the investor

funding required for continued growth and scaling.

Sales and Marketing: Science provides competitive credibility that

sales and marketing can leverage to secure partnerships and

customers. For instance, promoting research results like, “90%

of customers have reduced anxiety after one month,” will

educate customers and may help engage and retain them (17).

Quantitative results and data appeal to customers and foster

trust, as they demonstrate the potential real-world impact that a

product or service may have on their lives. Science also equips

teams with competitive intel, credibility, and talking points to

secure large scale partnerships and business opportunities

(because they can cite their own published research studies).

Customer Connection: Science helps companies understand their

customers to build tailored, personalized offerings (i.e., informed

product and content), which improves satisfaction and retention
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(18–20). For instance, qualitative studies on users of mental

health apps can reveal the content or features that users wish

to see, providing tangible improvement points to enhance the

apps (21, 22). Science also helps attract and acquire customers

by showing them tangible results they can expect from using

the product or service. Science builds trust as customers realize

a company’s product delivers on its claims. For wavering

buyers, science may be a significant deciding factor (23).

Business Strategy: Science supports business strategy by informing

decision-making at both the micro (e.g., product development/

design) and macro level (e.g., branding/marketing). Science,

particularly publications, helps articulate the company’s

narrative—who they are, how they help customers, and what

their strategic vision is for the future.

4 Discussion

Science is an integral, yet underutilized asset in the digital

mental health industry. Systematic reviews examining digital

mental health apps reveal that a mere 2–3.4% substantiate their

product and app claims with scientific evidence (24–26). This

issue is of paramount significance, not only due to the ongoing

mental health crisis and the need for efficacious interventions

(27, 28), but also for companies striving to differentiate

themselves in a crowded market.

Integrating science has a multifaceted value—from innovation and

organizational connectivity, to revenue generation and data points that

drive sales. Science provides a way to stand out in a crowded market

through innovation and credibility. While science may not directly

generate revenue, it is the foundation for all parts of the company

that do drive revenue. Science and business are fundamentally

synergistic. Digital mental health companies that strategically

integrate science from the outset and across teams are positioned for

sustaining and growing their business above competitors. With

strategic vision, executive leadership, and organizational alignment,

science can move from an afterthought to a competitive advantage.
Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included

in the article/Supplementary Material, further inquiries can be

directed to the corresponding author.
Author contributions

JH: Conceptualization, Writing – original draft, Writing –

review & editing. CB: Writing – original draft, Writing – review

& editing. JY: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing.
Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for

the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.
frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fdgth.2023.1306527
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/digital-health
https://www.frontiersin.org/


Huberty et al. 10.3389/fdgth.2023.1306527
Acknowledgments

The authors would like to acknowledge Caroline McMorrow
for providing feedback on this editorial piece.
Conflict of interest

JH, CB, and JY are employed by the company Fit Minded Inc.
Frontiers in Digital Health 04
Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those

of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of

their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher,

the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may

be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be

made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by

the publisher.
References
1. Kaveladze BT, Wasil AR, Bunyi JB, Ramirez V, Schueller SM. User experience,
engagement, and popularity in mental health apps: secondary analysis of app analytics
and expert app reviews. JMIR Hum Factors. (2022) 9(1):e30766. doi: 10.2196/30766

2. Torous J. STAT. What the recent failures of mindstrong and pear tell us about the
future of digital mental health. (2023). Available at: https://www.statnews.com/2023/
04/18/mindstrong-pear-future-digital-mental-health/ (Accessed November 21, 2023).

3. Insel T. Digital mental health care: five lessons from act 1 and a preview of acts 2–
5. NPJ Digit Med. (2023) 6(1):9. doi: 10.1038/s41746-023-00760-8

4. Rickard NS, Kurt P, Meade T. Systematic assessment of the quality and integrity
of popular mental health smartphone apps using the American psychiatric
association’s app evaluation model. Front Digit Health. (2022) 4:1003181. doi: 10.
3389/fdgth.2022.1003181

5. Wang K, Varma DS, Prosperi M. A systematic review of the effectiveness of
mobile apps for monitoring and management of mental health symptoms or
disorders. J Psychiatr Res. (2018) 107:73–8. doi: 10.1016/j.jpsychires.2018.10.006

6. Huberty J. Real life experiences as head of science. JMIR Ment Health. (2023) 10:
e43820. doi: 10.2196/43820

7. Gilbert RM. Reimagining digital healthcare with a patient-centric approach: the
role of user experience (UX) research. Front Digit Health. (2022) 4:899976. doi: 10.
3389/fdgth.2022.899976

8. Nielsen Norman Group. Problem statements in UX discovery. (2021). Available at:
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/problem-statements/ (Accessed November 28, 2023).

9. Albert B, Tullis T. Measuring the User Experience: Collecting, Analyzing, and
Presenting UX Metrics. San Francisco: Elsevier Science (2022). 384 p.

10. Yardley L, Morrison L, Bradbury K, Muller I. The person-based approach to
intervention development: application to digital health-related behavior change
interventions. J Med Internet Res. (2015) 17(1):e30. doi: 10.2196/jmir.4055

11. Skorburg JA, Friesen P. Mind the gaps: ethical and epistemic issues in the digital
mental health response to COVID-19. Hastings Cent Rep. (2021) 51(6):23–6. doi: 10.
1002/hast.1292

12. Wies B, Landers C, Ienca M. Digital mental health for young people: a scoping
review of ethical promises and challenges. Front Digit Health. (2021) 3:697072. doi: 10.
3389/fdgth.2021.697072

13. Hingle M, Patrick H, Sacher PM, Sweet CC. The intersection of behavioral
science and digital health: the case for academic-industry partnerships. Health Educ
Behav. (2019) 46(1):5–9. doi: 10.1177/1090198118788600

14. Castro Sweet C, Kaye L, Alabduljabbar M, Myers V. Training the next generation
of behavioral medicine scientists to accelerate digital health. Transl Behav Med. (2022)
12(8):834–40. doi: 10.1093/tbm/ibac050

15. Goldstein CM, Minges KE, Schoffman DE, Cases MG. Preparing tomorrow’s
behavioral medicine scientists and practitioners: a survey of future directions for
education and training. J Behav Med. (2017) 40(1):214–26. doi: 10.1007/s10865-
016-9758-2
16. Camuffo A, Cordova A, Gambardella A, Spina C. A scientific approach to
entrepreneurial decision making: evidence from a randomized control trial. Manage
Sci. (2020) 66(2):564–86. doi: 10.1287/mnsc.2018.3249

17. Chen J, Liu J, Chen M. A study on the impact of customer expertise on customer
engagement. In: Xu J, Duca G, Ahmed SE, Márquez FPG, Hajiyev A, editors.
Proceedings of the Fourteenth International Conference on Management Science and
Engineering Management. Springer International Publishing (2021) p. 243–58.

18. McKinsey. Personalizing the customer experience: driving differentiation in retail.
(2020). Available at: https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/
personalizing-the-customer-experience-driving-differentiation-in-retail (Accessed
November 28, 2023).

19. Bleier A, De Keyser A, Verleye K. Customer engagement through
personalization and customization. In: Palmatier R, Kumar V, Harmeling C, editors.
Customer Engagement Marketing. Cham: Springer International Publishing
(2018). p. 75–94.

20. Anshari M, Almunawar MN, Lim SA, Al-Mudimigh A. Customer
relationship management and big data enabled: personalization & customization
of services. Appl Comput Inform. (2019) 15(2):94–101. doi: 10.1016/j.aci.2018.
05.004

21. Peng W, Kanthawala S, Yuan S, Hussain SA. A qualitative study of user
perceptions of mobile health apps. BMC Public Health. (2016) 16(1):1158. doi: 10.
1186/s12889-016-3808-0

22. Alqahtani F, Winn A, Orji R. Co-designing a mobile app to improve mental
health and well-being: focus group study. JMIR Form Res. (2021) 5(2):e18172.
doi: 10.2196/18172

23. Larsen ME, Huckvale K, Nicholas J, Torous J, Birrell L, Li E, et al. Using science
to sell apps: evaluation of mental health app store quality claims. NPJ Digit Med.
(2019) 2:18. doi: 10.1038/s41746-019-0093-1

24. Leong QY, Sridhar S, Blasiak A, Tadeo X, Yeo G, Remus A, et al. Characteristics
of mobile health platforms for depression and anxiety: content analysis through a
systematic review of the literature and systematic search of two app stores. J Med
Internet Res. (2022) 24(2):e27388. doi: 10.2196/27388

25. Lau N, O’Daffer A, Colt S, Yi-Frazier JP, Palermo TM, McCauley E, et al.
Android and iPhone mobile apps for psychosocial wellness and stress management:
systematic search in app stores and literature review. JMIR Mhealth Uhealth. (2020)
8(5):e17798. doi: 10.2196/17798

26. Camacho E, Cohen A, Torous J. Assessment of mental health services available
through smartphone apps. JAMA Netw Open. (2022) 5(12):e2248784. doi: 10.1001/
jamanetworkopen.2022.48784

27. Singh V, Kumar A, Gupta S. Mental health prevention and promotion-a
narrative review. Front Psychiatry. (2022) 13:898009. doi: 10.3389/fpsyt.2022.898009

28. Kazdin AE. Addressing the treatment gap: a key challenge for extending
evidence-based psychosocial interventions. Behav Res Ther. (2017) 88:7–18. doi: 10.
1016/j.brat.2016.06.004
frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.2196/30766
https://www.statnews.com/2023/04/18/mindstrong-pear-future-digital-mental-health/
https://www.statnews.com/2023/04/18/mindstrong-pear-future-digital-mental-health/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41746-023-00760-8
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdgth.2022.1003181
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdgth.2022.1003181
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychires.2018.10.006
https://doi.org/10.2196/43820
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdgth.2022.899976
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdgth.2022.899976
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/problem-statements/
https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.4055
https://doi.org/10.1002/hast.1292
https://doi.org/10.1002/hast.1292
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdgth.2021.697072
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdgth.2021.697072
https://doi.org/10.1177/1090198118788600
https://doi.org/10.1093/tbm/ibac050
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10865-016-9758-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10865-016-9758-2
https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2018.3249
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/personalizing-the-customer-experience-driving-differentiation-in-retail
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/personalizing-the-customer-experience-driving-differentiation-in-retail
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aci.2018.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aci.2018.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-016-3808-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-016-3808-0
https://doi.org/10.2196/18172
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41746-019-0093-1
https://doi.org/10.2196/27388
https://doi.org/10.2196/17798
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2022.48784
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2022.48784
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2022.898009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2016.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2016.06.004
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdgth.2023.1306527
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/digital-health
https://www.frontiersin.org/

	Using science as a differentiator in a crowded digital mental health market
	Introduction
	Misconceptions about science in industry
	Leveraging science to advance business goals and objectives
	Science for innovation
	Science to understand customers
	Science to make informed decisions
	Science to drive revenue

	Discussion
	Data availability statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References


