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With the outbreak of coronavirus disease (COVID-19), the varying 
outcomes have triggered an increased need for mental health 
services. 

From government stay-at-home orders to transitioning to a work-
from-home environment, individuals faced a higher degree of 
social isolation. This was compounded with record-breaking 
unemployment and job insecurity, leaving many concerned about 
their financial future.  

The purpose of this brief is to provide a glimpse into the important 
behavioral health trends associated with the COVID-19 pandemic 
from both a national and enterprise perspective. 
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 Behavioral health disparities 

Rates of depression and anxiety symptoms have more than tripled since COVID-19 hit. Rates among 
minority populations appear to be most significantly impacted with rates increasing nearly fourfold 
since January. One surprising finding in the new census data was that Asian Americans experienced 
the largest one-week change in anxiety and depression symptoms of any racial or ethnic group. 
Asians had the lowest rates of depression in 2019 — just 3% screened positive — but that rate has 
increased sevenfold during the pandemic.1 
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 Unemployment 
McKinsey & Company conducted a consumer survey to determine the extent to which COVID-19 has 
impacted mental health. Widespread distress reported among respondents was exacerbated even 
further among those whose jobs have been adversely affected by COVID-19. This confluence of factors 
poses an unprecedented threat to the current and future health of our society.2 
 

 
 
 
 

 Substance use disorder 

During these uncertain times, those with substance use disorders, whether related to alcohol or other 
drugs, are particularly vulnerable. The stress from social isolation and other COVID-19 related life 
changes can lead to or worsen substance use and misuse. There are also health risks resulting from 
chronic alcohol or drug use as it weakens the immune system and puts stress on the body’s 
cardiovascular and respiratory systems. Consumer data suggests that substance use may be on the rise 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Since the 3rd week in March3&4: 

• Alcoholic beverage sales increased by 55% 

• Ready-to-drink cocktails rose by 75% 

• Compared to one year ago, purchases of 24 and 30 packs of beer grew by 90% 

• Wine sales increased by 66% from one year ago 
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 Parenting 
 
In March, many working parents were asked to do the impossible: seamlessly transition to 
work from home, continue productivity (or in some cases increase productivity) and take on 
childcare or in-home schooling. On top of this, many high-risk parents (such as doctors, nurses, 
police officers) instituted separation from their families to reduce COVID-19 risk at home.  
 
Researchers at Vanderbilt University sent out a U.S. national survey to parents. Parents were 
asked whether things have changed since the pandemic.5 
 
What did they find? 
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 Claim trends 
 
Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan has been closely watching trends in behavioral health services since 
the onset of COVID-19. In general, compared to 2019, utilization has been higher overall; however, we 
did observe a significant spike in behavioral health claims in April with a slow decline back to the 
average in May and June. 
 
When assessing behavioral health claims by service type, Blue Cross Online VisitsSM behavioral health 
claims remained relatively low over time. There was a significant drop in professional services for 
behavioral health from March through May and a slight incline in June. Significant increases were 
observed for telehealth behavioral health from March through May with a slow decline in June.   
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Depression and anxiety claims data 
 
When assessing rates of depression and anxiety among our members, we found rates were higher in 
the first few months of the year and began to drop with the onset of COVID-19. This is likely due to the 
closure of many offices and the conversion to telehealth. We saw a significant increase in diagnoses of 
anxiety and depression among our members in June and will continue to monitor these rates in the 
following months. We also analyzed the rates of depression and anxiety separately across age groups 
and found an increase in all age categories in June. 
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Telehealth claims data 
 
Telehealth behavioral health use saw a significant increase for all age groups in April with the most 
significant jump observed for members ages 18 to 39.  
 
In contrast, a significant decline was observed for professional and facility services. We saw significant 
declines in all age groups in April followed with slow increases of back to normal rates. We also saw a 
significant increase in diagnoses of anxiety and depression among our members in June. There was an 
observed drop in July, but it is still possible that not all claims have been received yet.  
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Our response to COVID-19 
 
Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan deployed several behavioral health initiatives for our customers 
aimed at expanding access to care and waiving member cost share. The full summary of initiatives that 
implemented to date can be seen in the table below. 
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