
Mental health goes mobile: 
The mental health app market 
will keep on growing
Mental health care needs are pressing around the world. 
Apps can deliver support on demand and on the go
Brooke Auxier, Ariane Bucaille, and Kevin Westcott

THERE SEEMS TO be an app for everything 
these days, and mental health is no exception. 
Deloitte Global predicts that global spending 

on mobile mental health applications will reach 
close to US$500 million in 2022.1 That’s assuming 
an annual growth rate of 20%—a conservative 
figure, considering the 32% growth these apps 
enjoyed, from US$203 million to US$269 million, 
from the first 10 months of 2019 to the same period 
in 2020.2 

A growing market 
with a big impact

Though US$500 million may not seem like much 
compared to the estimated US$1.6 billion 2021 
global market for health and wellness apps overall,3 
it’s impressive given that many emotional and 
mental well-being apps are free or low cost. 
Typically, they are also easy to access and integrate 
into daily habits, require little effort to use, provide 
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an enjoyable experience, and—best of all—they can 
work.4 They are also more resistant to disruption 
than traditional therapies, though they are not a 
replacement for professional mental health 
treatment. All of these factors likely contribute to 
their growing popularity.

App developers are taking notice. As many as 
20,000 mental health apps may exist today,5 with 
two of the most popular being Calm6 and 
Headspace.7 Both of these focus on mindfulness 
and meditation, and are meant to help individuals 
get support other than from connection to a 
therapist or other traditional mental health 
services. Additionally, many mental health app 
developers are launching collaborations with other 
online services and apps, such as Snapchat8 and 
Bumble,9 which will likely make them more 
accessible to a larger share of consumers.

Apps can be used to manage mental health 
conditions such as anxiety or depression either on 
their own—enabling individuals to learn about and 
self-manage their mental health—or in conjunction 
with more traditional talking therapies, by 
providing a channel to access asynchronous or 
synchronous support from a mental health 
professional through means such as live chat, video, 
and telephone. Beyond supporting individuals with 
mental health diagnoses, apps can also be used to 
improve general well-being by encouraging 
behavior change, including practicing mindfulness 
and meditation.

The potential market for these apps is considerable. 
Nearly 800 million people worldwide, or 11% of the 
global population, live with a mental health 
condition.10 Moreover, data shows that the COVID-
19 pandemic has exacerbated mental health 
concerns and triggered declines in well-being, with 
a dramatic rise in the prevalence of problems such 
as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress 
symptoms, and stress.11 About four in 10 adults in 
the United States, for example, reported symptoms 
of anxiety and depression from June 2020 to 
March 2021, compared to a much smaller share 
reporting these symptoms from January to June 
2019.12 While this may not reflect an actual 
increase—some medical professionals and 
researchers suggest that the pandemic has helped 

Beyond supporting 
individuals with mental 
health diagnoses, apps 
can also be used to 
improve general well-
being by encouraging 
behavior change, including 
practicing mindfulness and 
meditation.

Note: Spend estimates for 2021 and 2022 are predictions.
Source: SensorTower, Mobile Wellness Market Trends 2021
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FIGURE 1

Mental health and well-being apps will 
see strong growth through 2022
Global spending on mental health and 
well-being mobile apps, 2019–2022, US$ millions
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people open up about their mental health and 
made accessing treatment more socially 
acceptable13—it points to the prevalence of the 
issues that mental health apps address.

Apps can not only help address the volume of need 
for mental health support, but also make that 
support more accessible. Professional mental 
health resources such as talking therapies are hard 
to access or are stigmatized in many countries and 
communities, and in some of these cases, people 
are using mobile applications to replace or 
supplement traditional methods of treatment. In 
China, for instance, where human resources for 
professional mental health treatment are often low 
and stigma around mental health conditions is 
high,14 consumer spending on wellness apps grew 
by more than 60% in the first 30 days of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (March 7–April 5, 2020) 
versus the 30 days prior (February 6–March 6, 
2020).15 We believe that this dynamic will drive 
strong mental health app growth in China and 
many other Asian countries. It is worth noting, 
however, that there is very little regulation around 
mental health or medical apps, which is cause for 
growing concern internationally.16

Again, the pandemic exacerbated the access 
problem by disrupting access to traditional mental 
health support in most countries and 
communities.17 Sixty percent of respondents in 130 
countries participating in a summer 2020 World 
Health Organization survey reported disruptions to 
mental health services for vulnerable populations, 
including children, adolescents, older adults, and 
women requiring prenatal or postnatal services.18 
In some cases, digitally enabled services helped to 
fill the gaps, but adoption of these interventions 
shows wide disparities, with the divides generally 
negatively impacting those in low-income 
countries. 

Digitally enabled health services, including mental 
health services, can also expand access to care to a 
more diverse population. US-based research shows 

that for individuals who identify as Black, Hispanic, 
Asian, or Native American, having a provider who 
is empathetic, culturally competent, or who looks 
like them is a top priority.19 About half of 
participants in this study said they would be willing 
to use a virtual visit instead of seeing someone in 
person if it meant they would get access to a 
provider who looks like them, talks like them, or 
has a shared life experience. 

Research shows that mental health apps have clear 
clinical advantages for their users.20 Meta-analyses 
of trials covering more than 20 mobile apps found 
that using them to alleviate symptoms and self-
manage depression significantly reduced 
depressive symptoms.21 A similar analysis of 
anxiety treatment apps found that users 
experienced a reduction in anxiety symptoms after 
use, with the greatest reduction occurring when the 
apps were paired with face-to-face or internet-
based therapies.22 Apps that focus on mindfulness 
and meditation have also been shown to deliver 
benefits. A study of one of these apps found that 
users experienced decreased depression and 
increased positive emotions after just 10 days of 
use.23 Other research tied the use of another app to 
reductions in stress and sleep disturbances and 
improvements in mindfulness and compassion.24 

Improved well-being has economic as well as 
personal benefits. Poor mental health puts a strain 
on the global economy. Prepandemic estimates 
suggest that poor mental health costs the world 
economy US$2.5 trillion per year, a cost that was 
projected to increase to US$6 trillion by 2030.25 
Lost productivity as a result of anxiety and 
depression accounts for US$1 trillion of this yearly 
sunk cost. Without action, these impacts will 
continue to be felt across economic sectors in 
terms of both lost consumer spending and lower 
workforce productivity. While most countries 
allocate only a modest share of their government 
health budgets to mental health care and support,26 
opportunities exist for app creators and 
corporations alike to step in. 
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THE BOTTOM LINE 
To meet growing demand and capture interested audiences, mental health app creators and 
developers can pursue novel methods for monetization, such as subscription tiers or tailored 
paid programs and offerings. They could also explore personalizing these services for users and 
customizing apps to encourage regular use and check-ins. And finding ways to integrate socialization 
and network support into the user experience may increase app stickiness and integrate desirable 
community and connection interventions into the oft-isolating state of poor mental health.

On their side, mental health care providers might leverage apps to improve care quality and 
accessibility. They could make treatment available to broader populations, making mental health 
care and well-being easier to manage for millions of consumers. Research partnerships between app 
developers and health care providers should help improve the quality of these services.

Transparency is also key. Developers and care providers should work to help ensure that the 
methods used to design mental health apps are clearly communicated to consumers. They should 
also provide transparency around privacy practices and data collection, especially given the 
potentially sensitive nature of these apps and the user data collected. 

Mental health apps can be a boon for those who cannot access—or would not seek—traditional care, 
as well as for people using them to supplement other therapeutic methods. The market’s strong 
growth points to a significant unmet need that these apps can fill. Going forward, mental health 
apps can offer opportunities not only for app developers to monetize new and existing products and 
services, but also for organizations worldwide to engage in corporate social responsibility efforts to 
increase well-being and improve access to care.
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The financial implications of poor mental health 
are not lost on businesses. In part, we expect 
mental health app adoption to continue to grow 
due to the many corporations that are recognizing 

the importance of supporting employee well-being 
and partnering with mental health apps to make 
them accessible to their workforce.27 
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