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Prevention-First Behavioral Health:  
The Plan Leader’s Playbook 
 
This handout is designed to support health plan leaders and decision-makers in developing a 
prevention-first behavioral health strategy that improves outcomes, strengthens 
engagement and supports total cost of care management. 
 
Why Prevention is a Strategic Imperative 
Behavioral health conditions continue to represent a growing clinical and economic burden 
across insured populations. These dynamics increasingly necessitate a strategic shift from 
reactive, crisis-driven intervention models to proactive, prevention-oriented approaches. 
Mental health-related claims have increased by 30.5% in recent years, and approximately 1 in 
5 U.S. adults are affected by behavioral health needs. Additionally, the estimated annual cost 
of untreated behavioral health disorders has reached $290 billion. 
 
Behavioral health needs are also closely associated with downstream medical risk. 
Individuals with behavioral health conditions face approximately twice the risk of developing 
chronic diseases such as diabetes and heart disease, reinforcing the importance of whole-
person care models that recognize the bidirectional relationship between behavioral health 
and physical health outcomes. 
 
A prevention-first approach is therefore not simply an emerging best practice. It represents a 
strategic and financial imperative for health plans seeking to improve population health 
outcomes, reduce avoidable utilization and support sustainable cost management. 
 
The Strategic Benefits of a Prevention-First Model 
Prevention-first behavioral health models can deliver measurable value across clinical, 
operational and financial objectives. When designed and implemented effectively, preventive 
strategies can reduce the downstream impact of unmet need while strengthening member 
experience and long-term population health performance. 
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Strategic Benefit Description 

Cost 
Containment 

By reducing escalation and supporting early intervention, health plans 
may decrease high-cost utilization, including emergency department 
visits, inpatient admissions and reliance on intensive levels of care. 

Member 
Engagement 

Providing early, low-friction access to behavioral health support can 
improve member satisfaction and trust, while also supporting 
retention and sustained program participation. 

Value-Based 
Care 

A prevention-first approach supports value-based care objectives by 
improving outcomes, strengthening quality performance, enabling 
earlier risk identification and supporting more effective population 
health strategies. 

Workforce 
Sustainability 

Addressing stress, burnout and behavioral health burden within 
covered populations may contribute to reduced absenteeism, 
improved productivity and broader functional wellbeing. 

 
Essential Components for a Successful Prevention Strategy 
To operationalize a preventive behavioral health strategy at scale, health plans require a 
framework that is accessible, data-informed and integrated across the continuum of need.  
 
Key components typically include the following: 

• A Digital Front Door: A foundational element of prevention is a digital entry point 
that provides 24/7 access to clinically validated self-assessments, educational content 
and personalized pathways. This approach enables private, stigma-reducing 
engagement and expands access beyond traditional care settings. 

• Upstream Identification: Prevention-first models prioritize identification of 
upstream drivers of risk, including stress, burnout and sleep disruption. Digital 
screening can support earlier detection of depression, anxiety and substance use risk, 
allowing intervention before symptoms escalate and drive higher-cost utilization. 

• An Integrated Ecosystem: Effective preventive behavioral health requires integration 
with physical and social health supports. A unified, data-informed ecosystem enables 
members to access prevention tools, coaching and clinical treatment through a 
coordinated experience, reducing fragmentation and improving continuity of care. 
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Tools for Sustainable Behavior Change 
Long-term impact depends on providing members with practical, evidence-aligned tools that 
support sustained behavior change and self-management.  
 
Key tools that can be delivered digitally include: 

• Micro-Learnings: Short, focused content designed to build awareness, reinforce 
engagement and support ongoing behavior change without unnecessary burden. 

• Sleep Training: Structured interventions targeting sleep disruption, which is a 
common upstream contributor to both behavioral and physical health challenges. 

• Skill Building: Applied training that strengthens stress regulation, resilience and 
coping strategies that support daily functioning and long-term wellbeing. 

 
A 5-Step Action Plan for Implementation 
A prevention-first behavioral health model can be implemented through a phased approach 
that supports scalability, integration and continuous improvement. 

1. Assess the Current State: Evaluate utilization patterns, identify gaps in early 
identification and clarify barriers that limit engagement and access. 

2. Integrate Digital Screening: Deploy evidence-based assessments within member 
portals and care workflows to support earlier identification and stratification. 

3. Build Prevention Pathways: Implement self-guided tools, micro-learnings and skills-
based resources that complement existing clinical programs. 

4. Coordinate Across Care Levels: Establish pathways that support smooth transitions 
between prevention, coaching and clinical treatment based on changing needs. 

5. Monitor Outcomes and Iterate: Track engagement, utilization trends and cost 
indicators to evaluate program performance and refine strategy over time. 

 
Next Steps 
A prevention-first approach to behavioral health can enable health plans to improve 
outcomes, manage avoidable cost drivers and reduce downstream provider burden.  
 

Scan the QR code to connect with NovaOne and explore how prevention-first 
behavioral health can work for your population.  
 
Prefer to learn more on your own? Visit NovaOneHealth.com. 
 

 
Sources: FAIR Health, JAMA Network, NIH 

https://go.novaonehealth.com/jan26webinar-handout
https://www.fairhealth.org/article/share-of-patients-with-mental-health-diagnoses-rose-40-percent-nationally-from-2019-to-2023-according-to-new-fair-health-study
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2829859
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/mental-illness

