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My Burning Research Question:
How Do We Translate Mental Health

Evidence into Policy?
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What is Dissemination?

•Dissemination Research:
o “The scientific study of targeted distribution of 

information and intervention materials to a specific public 
health or clinical practice audience. The intent is to 
understand how best to spread and sustain knowledge
and the associated evidence-based interventions.” (NIH 
PAR-18-007)
▪ “Implementation is the use of strategies to adopt and integrate 

evidence-based health interventions and change practice 
patterns within specific settings.”

- D → I > D&I
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Purtle, J., Marzalik, J. S., Halfond, R. W., Bufka, L. F., Teachman, B. A., & Aarons, G. 

A. (2020). Toward the data-driven dissemination of findings from psychological 

science. American Psychologist, 75(8), 1052.



Formative Audience Research

• Goal: Generate data to inform the design of dissemination materials 
and how they are distributed

• Assess… 
1. Awareness of an evidence-supported policy or problem that the policy 

addresses 

2. Attitudes towards the policy
▪ E.g., Rogers constructs (relative advantage, complexity, trialability) 

3. Support for the policy

4. Preferences for receiving information about the policy or issue 
▪ E.g., content, source, mode of delivery 
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Legislator Opinions about Adverse Childhood Experiences 
as  Risk Factors for Adult Behavioral Health Conditions 
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Purtle, J., Lê-Scherban, F., Wang, X., Chilton, M. Legislators’ Opinions about Adverse Childhood 
Experiences as Risk Factors for Adult Behavioral Health Conditions. Psychiatric Services. 2019.
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Legislator Attitudes Related to 
State Behavioral Health Parity Laws
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Legislator Factors Associated with Support 
for State Behavioral Health Parity Laws 
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“Very Important” Features of Behavioral Health Evidence
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Audience Segmentation Research 

• Goal: Understand how dissemination materials might be tailored 
for different groups within a target audience

• Standard practice in marketing, common in health 
communication

• Premise: Members of a population are heterogeneous in their 
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors related to an issue 
o Identify discrete sub-groups that have similar characteristics

o Tailored dissemination strategies are generally more effective than “one-
size-fits-all” strategies

o Demographic separation and empirical clustering approaches



Demographic Separation: State Legislators 
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Empirical Clustering: State Legislators 



Results: Three Audience Segments Emerged



Budget-Oriented 

Skeptics with 

Stigma (47%)

Action-Oriented 

Supporters

(24%)

Passive 

Supporters

(29%)

Perceptions of behavioral health treatment effectiveness

Strong agreement that mental health 

treatments can help people with mental 

illness lead normal lives

Strong agreement that substance 

disorder treatments can help people with 

a substance use disorders recover

Mental illness stigma score quartile 

1st quartile (least stigma)

2nd quartile 

3rd quartile 

4th quartile (most stigma)

Factors have the most influence on support for a behavioral health bill

Extent to which the bill is going to impact 

the state budget

Extent to which the bill is based on 

scientific evidence

Most important health issues for legislative action in the state 

Mental health 

Substance use 

Ever introduced a bill focused on… 

Mental health 

Substance use 



Budget-Oriented 

Skeptics with 

Stigma (47%)

Action-Oriented 

Supporters

(24%)

Passive 

Supporters

(29%)

Perceptions of behavioral health treatment effectiveness

Strong agreement that mental health 

treatments can help people with mental 

illness lead normal lives

16.9% 73.8% 98.9%

Strong agreement that substance 

disorder treatments can help people with 

a substance use disorders recover

12.6% 78.5% 84.8%

Mental illness stigma score quartile 

1st quartile (least stigma) 12.0% 47.1% 46.6%

2nd quartile 11.2% 19.6% 27.1%

3rd quartile 42.6% 23.2% 18.5%

4th quartile (most stigma) 34.2% 10.1% 7.8%

Factors have the most influence on support for a behavioral health bill

Extent to which the bill is going to impact 

the state budget
61.4% 29.2% 40.5%

Extent to which the bill is based on 

scientific evidence
46.1% 74.1% 72.7%

Most important health issues for legislative action in the state 

Mental health 29.3% 45.6% 43.0%

Substance use 41.1% 58.3% 40.2%

Ever introduced a bill focused on… 

Mental health 13.4% 90.7% 23.2%

Substance use 15.4% 96.3% 4.6%



Budget-Oriented 

Skeptics with 

Stigma (47%)

Action-Oriented 

Supporters

(24%)

Passive 

Supporters

(29%)

Perceptions of behavioral health treatment effectiveness

Strong agreement that mental health 

treatments can help people with mental 

illness lead normal lives

16.9% 73.8% 98.9%

Strong agreement that substance 

disorder treatments can help people with 

a substance use disorders recover

12.6% 78.5% 84.8%

Mental illness stigma score quartile 

1st quartile (least stigma) 12.0% 47.1% 46.6%

2nd quartile 11.2% 19.6% 27.1%

3rd quartile 42.6% 23.2% 18.5%

4th quartile (most stigma) 34.2% 10.1% 7.8%

Factors have the most influence on support for a behavioral health bill

Extent to which the bill is going to impact 

the state budget
61.4% 29.2% 40.5%

Extent to which the bill is based on 

scientific evidence
46.1% 74.1% 72.7%

Most important health issues for legislative action in the state 

Mental health 29.3% 45.6% 43.0%

Substance use 41.1% 58.3% 40.2%

Ever introduced a bill focused on… 

Mental health 13.4% 90.7% 23.2%

Substance use 15.4% 96.3% 4.6%



Budget-Oriented 

Skeptics with 

Stigma (47%)

Action-Oriented 

Supporters

(24%)

Passive 

Supporters

(29%)

Perceptions of behavioral health treatment effectiveness

Strong agreement that mental health 

treatments can help people with mental 

illness lead normal lives

16.9% 73.8% 98.9%

Strong agreement that substance 

disorder treatments can help people with 

a substance use disorders recover

12.6% 78.5% 84.8%

Mental illness stigma score quartile 

1st quartile (least stigma) 12.0% 47.1% 46.6%

2nd quartile 11.2% 19.6% 27.1%

3rd quartile 42.6% 23.2% 18.5%

4th quartile (most stigma) 34.2% 10.1% 7.8%

Factors have the most influence on support for a behavioral health bill

Extent to which the bill is going to impact 

the state budget
61.4% 29.2% 40.5%

Extent to which the bill is based on 

scientific evidence
46.1% 74.1% 72.7%

Most important health issues for legislative action in the state 

Mental health 29.3% 45.6% 43.0%

Substance use 41.1% 58.3% 40.2%

Ever introduced a bill focused on… 

Mental health 13.4% 90.7% 23.2%

Substance use 15.4% 96.3% 4.6%



A Three Stage Approach For 
Dissemination Research 

Formative 
Audience 
Research

Audience 
Segmentation 

Research

Dissemination 

Effectiveness 
Research

Purtle, J., Marzalik, J. S., Halfond, R. W., Bufka, L. F., Teachman, B. A., & Aarons, G. 

A. (2020). Toward the data-driven dissemination of findings from psychological 

science. American Psychologist, 75(8), 1052.



Dissemination Effectiveness Research 

•Goal: Determine which dissemination strategies 
are more effective than others

•Outcomes:
▪ Support for, knowledge about, and attitudes towards policy

- Surveys

▪ Engagement with disseminated evidence 

- E-mail open and link clink rates

- Analysis of artifacts of policymaking processes (e.g., public 
statements, legislative committee reports, social media posts)





Unadjusted Rates of Engagement with Dissemination Materials Among U.S. State 

Legislators Stratified by Political Parity and Study Condition, 2021, n= 6,153

Purtle, J., Nelson, K.L., Gebrekristos, L., Lê-Scherban, F., Gollust, S.E. Partisan Differences in the Effects of Economic Evidence 

and Local Data on Legislator Engagement with Dissemination Materials about Behavioral Health: A Cluster-Randomized 

Dissemination Trial. Under review.



Simulating the Role of Knowledge Brokers in 
Mental Health Policymaking in State Agencies: 
An Agent-Based Model

Combs, T.B., Nelson, K.L., Luke, D., McGuire, F.H., Cruden, G., 

Henson, R.M., Adams, D., Hoagwood, K., Purtle J. Health Services 

Research. 2022.
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Concluding Thought

•Data-driven dissemination probably isn’t going to 
transform practice or policy
oBut it can help 



Thank You!

• Jonathan.Purtle@NYU.edu


