Mobile Apps for Mental Health
How Maximus helps the Defense Health Agency support
Department of Defense wellbeing

“

The DHA knows that soldiers need more
than just a regular physical to succeed
in the field –– they also need proactive,
accessible mental health support.

The Defense Health Agency’s (DHA) mission is simple: ensuring that
all soldiers are medically ready to protect our nation by providing
access to cutting-edge healthcare. However, the DHA knows that
soldiers need more than just a regular physical to succeed in the
field –– they also need proactive, accessible mental health support.
That’s why the agency created Web and Mobile Technologies (WMT),
a rapidly expanding department that builds intuitive applications
based on the latest psychological findings to treat anxiety, depression,
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) for defense clients and their
families. To leverage the most cutting-edge technical expertise to
create a network of websites and mobile applications, the WMT called
on Maximus, whose tech experts have been helping government
agencies solve technology problems for over 40 years.

Building a collaborative partnership between
the public and private sector
During their partnership with WMT, Maximus has become much more than a
technology consultant. Currently, 21 Maximus employees work in the WMT — a
considerable value-add in an era where many agencies face chronic understaffing,
particularly in the tech sector.
“Maximus employees do so many things at WMT, from software development to
project management, security, user experience testing, and more,” explains Brad
Catlett, senior software developer at Maximus and team lead for the DHA WMT
project. “The best part of this partnership is that there are no company barriers
when you’re working on a project. So whether you report to DHA or Maximus, at
the end of the day, we’re all working toward one goal: keeping soldiers healthy.”
This collaborative approach enables WMT to maintain a high output, producing
and maintaining dozens of mobile applications, from simple apps for guided
breathing exercises to complex virtual reality simulations that treat PTSD. Maximus
employees develop these applications using the latest technologies — including
virtual reality, machine learning, blockchain, and cloud development — to ensure
the WMT operates on the leading edge of software design. Maximus also supports
the WMT by managing security and compliance, so the DHA can rest assured that
soldiers’ sensitive health data remains safe. “For only 21 people, we make a large
impact on the overall operation,” adds Catlett. “And we aren’t only doing the dayto-day work. We also serve as leaders to shape processes and drive the direction
that WMT takes in the future.”

App spotlight: breathe to relax
The WMT developed a diaphragmatic breathing app to walk
users through deep breathing exercises proven to reduce stress
and support mental wellbeing. Even better? The application also
syncs with your smartwatch to record changes in your heart rate as
you breathe and compiles that data to share with your physician.

Designing Apps With Real Soldiers in Mind
“At the Usability Lab, we invite actual soldiers into our virtual environments to try
out the design and identify pain points,” says Catlett. While user experience is vital
for all application development, for the WMT, it’s even more crucial. “If a solider is
using an application that’s trying to help them, and it doesn’t work well, that might
trigger them instead,” Catlett explains. “Our mission is to improve soldier mental
health — and we can’t do that if our apps are causing stress in the first place.”
Right now, the Usability Lab is playing a critical role in the development of a virtualreality application that the WMT is building in partnership with psychologists at
Walter Reed. The app provides virtual immersion therapy, so soldiers with PTSD can
practice engaging in potentially triggering activities, like shopping in a loud grocery
store, from the privacy and safety of their own homes. Because this application
is particularly complex — and could even be harmful to users’ mental health if
implemented poorly — Maximus employees in the Usability Lab are conducting
extensive user experience testing and research to ensure that the final product will
be safe for soldiers when it launches later this year.

App Spotlight: Virtual Hope Box
A “hope box” is a treatment in which people fill boxes with
positive notes and pictures to give them hope during difficult
times. Maximus built an app that acts as a virtual (and portable)
hope box, which links to notes and photos on your device. You
can even add music from your Spotify account to your virtual
hope box. The app also has a resource library with other coping
mechanisms soldiers can use in a crisis.

Arming soldiers (and civilians)
With knowledge
Thanks to Maximus, WMT has disseminated critical mental-health tools
to a broad population of soldiers and civilians alike — from coping
mechanisms to use in a crisis to daily habit-building exercises that will
slowly improve mental wellbeing. The fast-paced work of producing
high volumes of critical apps is offset by the reward of knowing how
many lives are being touched. “I’ve read dozens of reviews on Google
and Apple that are incredibly positive,” Catlett reflects. “People are
saying things like ‘I had no idea I could relax this much.’ It makes me
feel good to be part of a team that is actively improving soldiers’ and
citizens’ lives.”
“All our applications are free because we want soldiers — and anyone
else who might need these tools — to get the help they need to work
through these challenges,” Catlett says. “We’re arming people with
knowledge. And as we all know, knowledge is power.”
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We’re arming people with knowledge.
And as we all know, knowledge is power.
Brad Catlett
Senior Software Developer

To learn more about how Maximus can build your agency a
team of experts to support mission-critical operations, go to
maximus.com/defense
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