Why delayed behavioral
healthcare can cost
employers more

New data suggests that expanding access to behavioral health services may help avoid
more costly in-patient care.

Capital Blue Cross saw behavioral health-related emergency department visits decline
by 9%* in 2025 compared with the 2022-2024 period, following a significant expansion
of Capital’'s behavioral health network.

The sharpest reductions were among members who were able to connect with care
earlier, particularly through newly added in-network providers, virtual behavioral health
services, and care management programs. Within that group, behavioral-health-related
emergency visits fell more than 16 percent* compared with prior years.

Rather than entering the healthcare system through emergencies, more members were
able to receive support at the outpatient level — often before crises developed.

Expanding the network, reducing the
CriSIS

The decline follows a deliberate effort to address a long-standing statewide barrier: a
shortage of behavioral health clinicians and limited access to in-network care.

Capital added more than 439 clinicians** to its behavioral health provider network in
2025 and 2026 — a nearly 40% increase — with a focus on adding providers who already
were caring for Capital members, reducing their out-of-pocket costs and making care
easier to access.


https://www.beckersbehavioralhealth.com/behavioral-health-mental-health/mental-healthcare-provider-gaps-by-state/

Capital also increased reimbursement rates, streamlined credentialing, and reduced
administrative burdens for smaller practices. For members, these improvements meant
fewer delays, lower costs, and clearer next steps.

“‘Emergency care is often where unmet needs finally surface,” said Dr. Jeremy
Wigginton, Chief Medical Officer at Capital Blue Cross. “When access to outpatient
behavioral healthcare improves, members are more likely to get help earlier, before
symptoms escalate to the point of crisis.”

The cost of waiting shows up at work

For employers, the financial consequences of delayed mental healthcare extend well
beyond medical spending. Productivity losses from absenteeism, disengagement, and
turnover often accumulate gradually and invisibly. By the time an emergency
department visit occurs, the impact has likely been felt across teams and workloads.

Emergency and inpatient care play an essential role, particularly when safety is at risk.
But many behavioral-health-related emergency visits stem from conditions that could
have been stabilized earlier with timely outpatient or virtual support.

Studies show that early mental health intervention is associated with better outcomes
and lower total medical costs over time, even when outpatient utilization increases
initially. One study found total medical spending decreased by $164 per member per
month in the year after a mental health diagnosis.

In contrast, delayed care concentrates spending into in-patient settings that are
disruptive for employees and costly for employers.

Research from the Employee Benefit Research Institute (EBRI) shows that in
employer-sponsored plans, just 5% of members account for roughly 57% of total
healthcare spending, and mental health conditions are common within this high-cost

group.

“When people can connect with the right care sooner, everyone benefits,” Dr. Wigginton
said. “It supports better health outcomes and helps avoid the kinds of crises that are
hardest on individuals, families, and workplaces alike.”


https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2829859
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2829859
https://www.ebri.org/docs/default-source/fast-facts-%28public%29/ff-544-highcost1-4sep25.pdf

Access and navigation make the
difference

Expanding provider networks help address one of the most cited obstacles to behavioral
healthcare: simply finding an available clinician. Telehealth options further reduce
geographic, cost, and scheduling barriers, particularly for employees juggling work and
family responsibilities.

But access alone does not guarantee timely care. Navigating the healthcare system,
especially while under stress, can be daunting. Without guidance, employees tend to
access care only after problems reach a crisis level through the emergency department.

In addition to expanding its network, Capital brought its behavioral health support staff
in-house to improve care coordination and close gaps in care by directing individuals to
appropriate support earlier, when treatment is more effective and less disruptive.

“When accessing care is more streamlined and clinically guided, employers can reduce
avoidable high-cost episodes and stabilize workforce productivity,” Dr. Wigginton said.

Ultimately, the data underscores a clear takeaway for employers: waiting for mental
health needs to escalate is far more costly than addressing them early. Investments in
accessible, well-coordinated behavioral healthcare help prevent crises, reduce
avoidable emergency utilization, and support a healthier, more productive workforce.

When employees can find the right care at the right time, organizations are better
positioned to control long-term costs, stabilize performance, and demonstrate a tangible
commitment to the well-being of their people.

* Based on internal Capital Blue Cross data as of Dec. 31, 2025

** Based on internal Capital Blue Cross data as of May 7, 2026
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