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ABSTRACT

The increase of digital health solutions to mitigate work-related mental health issues has been
marked, and the COVID-19 pandemic has further reinforced this trend. This paper evaluates the
usability and acceptability of a digital platform developed to provide tools and resources to sup-
port key organizational stakeholders. Through semi-structured interviews with think-aloud and
cognitive walkthrough techniques, 31 potential end-users identified critical factors influencing the
usability and acceptability of the platform. Key usability themes included the perceived intuitive-
ness of the system, clarity of information, and users’ emotional response to the platform tools,
namely perceived enjoyment. Acceptability themes included performance expectancy, trust, and
facilitating conditions. The findings provide insights for both research and practice, enriching the
understanding of the usability and acceptability of digital health platforms from the perspectives
of different organizational stakeholders. This knowledge can also guide designers and developers
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of eHealth applications in the workplace.

1. Introduction

According to recent surveys (EU-OSHA, 2019), many
European managers express concern about workplace stress
and mental disorders. However, less than 30% of European
workplaces have adequate procedures to address these issues
(ibid). Despite efforts of international bodies to provide
guidelines to organizations on how to promote mental
health in the workplace (Walsh, 2022; World Health
Organization, 2022), employers and managers often struggle
to select, implement, and evaluate appropriate mental health
interventions. At the same time, managers may represent
one of the groups most at risk of developing mental health
problems (St-Hilaire & Gilbert, 2019; Skakon et al., 2011).

In response to these challenges, digital platforms address-
ing mental health may offer an accessible and informative
solution for employers. In recent years, organizations have
increasingly leveraged digital health solutions to aid their
managers and employees prevent work-related mental health
disorders (Stratton et al., 2022). These digital interventions
have permeated the workplace, manifesting as platforms
explicitly designed to provide practical tools, guide individu-
als in effectively managing workplace stress, and promote
healthier behaviors, thereby fostering well-being at work.
Gayed et al. (2018), for instance, provide a notable example
of evidence regarding the feasibility, usability, and effective-
ness of an online training program aimed at building man-
agers’ confidence in supporting the mental health needs of

their staff and fostering a mentally healthy work environ-
ment through their behavior.

Therefore, the pervasiveness of eHealth applications in
society has significantly increased, especially during the
COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Keuper et al, 2021; Tomaino
et al., 2022). These interventions, particularly those targeting
mental health and well-being at work, are gaining popularity
due to their potential to involve many individuals simultan-
eously while preserving anonymity (Armaou et al, 2019;
Carolan & De Visser, 2018; Griffiths et al., 2006; Stratton
et al., 2017) and increasing accessibility (Bunyi et al., 2021).
The inherent reachability of these applications and their siz-
able and sustained effects are key factors driving users
toward them (Howarth et al., 2018, 2019; Lecomte et al,,
2020). However, while numerous mental health platforms
are available for the public (e.g., Headspace, Calm) or are
specifically designed to provide self-help tools (World
Health Organization & International Labor Organization,
2020), fewer resources are tailored to address mental health
at work in a more comprehensive way or support managers
in their decision-making journey towards selecting, imple-
menting, and evaluating comprehensive interventions.
Furthermore, the evaluation of digital mental health inter-
ventions should extend beyond their effectiveness because
although there is supporting data, there is still some concern
about their actual use and engagement (Carolan & De
Visser, 2018). Indeed, as even indicated in reviews (e.g.,
Chan & Honey, 2022; Chan et al., 2023), whereas mental
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health apps are generally viewed positively by consumers,
factors such as ease of use, usefulness, and content and priv-
acy need to be considered to maximize and sustain users’
engagement with the app.

Usability and acceptability are crucial aspects that must
be assessed when evaluating digital platforms at work
(Balcombe & De Leo, 2023). Usability evaluation measures
the extent to which a digital solution is user-friendly, effi-
cient, and satisfying for the intended users (Martins et al.,
2023). On the other hand, acceptance refers to the degree to
which a product, system, or service is deemed satisfactory or
agreeable by its users. It is a critical factor in user experience
and can significantly influence the adoption and continued
use of a digital tool (Davis, 1989). In this regard, the most
widely used acceptability framework, namely, the Unified
Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT)
(Venkatesh et al., 2003), defined four main key dimensions
of acceptance able to influence user’s behavioral intention
and actual use. These are performance expectancy (i.e., the
degree to which an individual believes that using the system
will help them achieve improvements in job performance),
effort expectancy (degree of ease associated with using the
system), social influence (the extent to which an individual
perceives that essential others believe they should use the
new system), and facilitating conditions (the degree to which
an individual believes that the necessary organizational and
technical infrastructure exists to support the use of the sys-
tem). The UTAUT is recognized as the most predictive tech-
nology acceptance model, explaining up to 70% of the
variance in technology acceptance (Venkatesh et al., 2003).
Moreover, beyond the UTAUT constructs, studies have
emphasized the role of the trust-risk relationship (Arfi et al.,
2021) and perceived reliability, defined as the belief of an IT
system to deliver a service safely and accurately (Alam et al.,
2020) as pivotal factors influencing adoption of eHealth
technologies.

These aspects, usability, and acceptability, are particularly
critical in developing digital health solutions that aim to
assist in health-related tasks. Poor usability and engagement
can compromise the quality of these digital solutions and
undermine their suitability for users (Couper et al., 2010;
Martins et al., 2023). Diehl and colleagues’ recent synthesis
and analysis of 179 existing user interface recommendations
(2022) have shed light on crucial factors that inform digital
technologies’ design and ensure usability. These principles
include feedback, recognition, flexibility, customization, con-
sistency, errors, help, accessibility, navigation, and privacy
and serve as general guidelines or design rules that outline
characteristics of systems and inform the design process for
digital solutions, ultimately enhancing user interaction.

On the one hand, the design of effective digital solutions
should follow usability standardization principles (Diehl
et al., 2022; Goundar et al., 2022) to be inclusive towards a
broad and diverse audience. Nonetheless, the ever-increasing
heterogeneous audience of digital solutions calls for a con-
text-oriented approach in which careful user requirement
analysis is needed. Notably, the complexity of usability
evaluation is underlined by the need to assess the users and

their relationship with the information technology and the
environment, carefully incorporating contextual factors
impacting the adoption in natural settings (Yen & Bakken,
2012). In this sense, experts have stressed the need for
designing highly effective, easy-to-use, engaging, and trust-
worthy tools to fully benefit from the results of digital men-
tal health solutions (Carolan et al., 2017; Roland et al., 2020;
Schreiweis et al., 2019). This context-driven approach to
usability and acceptability testing is even more relevant to
the work context, primarily when the technology investi-
gated covers potentially stigmatized topics such as mental
health. As a result, the user-centered design of eHealth tools,
which implies users’ involvement in the developmental pro-
cess, has been increasingly deployed through various meth-
ods, including, among others, mining user reviews of mental
health apps (Alqahtani & Orji, 2019).

1.1 The present study

This paper presents an evaluation of the usability and
acceptability of the H-WORK Mental Health at Work
Platform (https://www.mentalhealth-atwork.eu), designed to
address the lack of resources and tools supporting managers,
employers, and Human Resource (HR) directors and
Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) professionals in
addressing mental health at work. The tested platform is
one of the results of the H-WORK project (De Angelis
et al, 2020), funded under the European research and
innovation program Horizon 2020, which aimed to imple-
ment and assess multilevel organizational interventions to
improve mental health at work. Developed through a com-
prehensive evaluation of existing digital platforms and a
thorough examination of scientific literature, the platform
offers services and tools to address these challenges. The
platform comprises three main sections: Interactive Tools,
Roadmap, and Policy Briefs selection.

The Interactive Tools section includes the H-WORK
Benchmarking Tool (H-BT), connected to the European
Survey of Enterprises on New and Emerging Risk Databank
(EU-OSHA, 2019), which allows organizations to compare
their mental health and well-being performance indicators
to similar organizations from the same country or Europe.
The Tools also comprise the H-WORK Decision Support
System (H-DSS), which provides a tailored list of recom-
mended interventions based on the organization’s mental
health (“Mental Health at Work questionnaire”) and psycho-
social well-being scores (“Psychosocial Wellbeing ques-
tionnaire”) assessed through a list of responses to a set of
items. Moreover, the Interactive section also offers the H-
WORK Economic Calculator (H-EC), which calculates
potential savings from implementing mental health actions.

The H-WORK Roadmap was designed as a step-by-step
downloadable handbook for end-users that guides preparing,
planning, implementing, and evaluating multilevel interven-
tions to promote mental health and well-being in the work-
place. It covers aspects such as adopting the H-WORK
approach, preparing the ground by involving the relevant
stakeholders, prioritizing the needs, planning the appropriate
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actions, implementing the interventions while monitoring
and sustaining the ongoing progress, and measuring the
impact and effectiveness of such strategies.

Lastly, the platform provides access to H-WORK Policy
Briefs produced by the project, offering guidelines and rec-
ommendations to practitioners and policymakers on best
practices in mental health management at national and
European levels.

The present study aimed to test the usability and accept-
ability of the H-WORK Mental Health at Work Platform.
Building upon the stratified view of health information tech-
nology (Yen & Bakken, 2012), interviews were run to iden-
tify the potential factors influencing usability and
acceptability. The platform’s usability, intended as its ease of
use and user-friendliness (Martins et al., 2023), and accept-
ability, the extent to which employees are willing to utilize it
(Davis, 1989), were tested by potential end users. In so
doing, this research aimed to contribute to theory and prac-
tice. On the one hand, the study aimed to contribute to the-
ory by expanding the knowledge on acceptability and
usability studies in digital organizational health and identify-
ing essential factors impacting the usability and acceptability
of eHealth platforms at work. Moreover, the study aimed to
contribute to practice by providing valuable insights for
occupational health platform developers regarding potential
usability and acceptability barriers indicated by the target
user group (e.g., managers, employers), which could prevent
them from integrating eHealth solutions in their work and
organizational processes.

2. Materials and methods
2.1 Participants

Thirty-eight people were initially contacted to participate in
the present study. Of these, seven people declined the invita-
tion to participate due to concurrent work commitments. As
a result, thirty-one participants were involved in the final
sample, corresponding to approximately 82% response rate.
The latest systematic reviews informed the sample size
rationale, which pointed to 7 to 17 interviews to reach data
saturation (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). Participants were
employers, managers, HR directors, and OHS professionals
from organizations based in thirteen different countries,
including Spain (n=8; 27%), Italy (n=6; 20%), the United
States of America (n=3; 11%), the Netherlands (n=2; 6%),
Germany (n=2; 6%), Czech Republic (n=2; 6%), Slovenia
(n=2; 6%), Austria (n=1; 3%), Turkey (n=1; 3%), France
(n=1; 3%), Norway (n=1; 3%), Romania (n=1; 3%), and
Poland (n=1; 3%). Table 1 shows basic sociodemographic
data describing respondents included in the final sample. To
meet the guidelines outlined by Martins et al. (2023) on
usability evaluation reporting, which emphasizes the need
for heterogeneity in the evaluators’ domains, the recruitment
process aimed at sampling participants from different sec-
tors, such as manufacturing, academia, consulting, educa-
tion, and communication. All of them had no previous
experience with usability evaluation. Participants were exter-
nal to the platform development team. Participant
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Table 1. Respondents’ sociodemographic data.

Variable n %
Sex
Male 16 51
Female 15 49
Age
20-30 4 13
31-40 9 29
41-50 8 26
51-60 7 23
61-70 2 6
71-80 1 3
Sector
Private 18 58
Public 8 26
Private-public 5 16
Industry
Consultancy 8 28
Research 7 24
Healthcare 6 20
Manufacturing 2 7
Information Technology 1 3
Communication 1 3
Food 1 3
Education 1 3
Insurance 1 3
Unions 1 3
Logistics 1 3
Total 31 100

Note. n =sample size. % = percentage.

recruitment was conducted via a convenience sampling
methodology, by posts on the H-WORK social media pages,
via direct contact (i.e., email), and through the consortium
partners’ contacts. Sixteen participants were males (51%),
and fifteen were females (49%). The mean age was 44 (SD
= 11). The mean tenure was ten years (SD = 10).

2.2. Procedure

Drawing from previous literature (Cai et al., 2017; Juristo,
2009; Newton et al., 2020; Yen & Bakken, 2012), a qualita-
tive evaluation procedure was designed and deployed using
the Think Aloud (TA) technique (Hartson & Pyla, 2012)
and the Cognitive Walkthrough (CW) protocol (Mahatody
et al., 2010), two approaches particularly used in early-stage
evaluation of digital technology development (Hartson &
Pyla, 2012). Formative evaluation, as the primary focus of
the current study, aims at refining interaction design to
identify user hesitations and barriers (ibid.). The application
of TA and CW techniques has shown a significant impact
on enhancing the technical aspects and usability of digital
applications (Maramba et al., 2019).

The TA technique encourages users to verbalize their
thoughts during their interaction with a system, thereby pro-
viding insights into and a deeper understanding of user
behavior, motivations, intentions, and perceptions of the
user experience (Hartson & Pyla, 2012; Nielsen, 1993). By
eliciting real-time feedback, it facilitates the identification of
potential usability issues and informs the iterative design
process, ultimately enhancing the overall user experience.
Recent reviews compared usability measures used in eHealth
applications supported TA protocols in addressing and
improving usability compared to stand-alone quantitative
metrics such as the System Usability Scale (SUS; Broekhuis
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et al,, 2019). Similarly, the Cognitive Walkthrough (CW) is
a distinct usability inspection method, primarily focusing on
evaluating cognitive activities and the alignment of action
execution with user interface design (Hartson & Pyla, 2012;
Mahatody et al., 2010; Polson et al., 1992). A variant of this
method is the Cognitive Walkthrough with Users (CWU;j
Mahatody et al.,, 2010), which involves users in performing
tasks while verbalizing their thoughts, feelings, and opinions
about any aspect of the system or prototype experience. This
addresses the traditional CW’s lack of user involvement
(Granollers & Lorés, 2006) and is particularly effective in
assessing ease of use and the simplicity of interface explor-
ation or learning (Mahatody et al., 2010).

2.3. Data collection

Data collection took place from February and March 2023.
After providing informed consent, an average of fifty-minute
online individual semi-structured interviews were run on
Microsoft Teams, which helped reach our digital platform’s
intended European. Following previous CW protocol guide-
lines (Mahatody et al, 2010), the interviews were video
recorded after interview approval, allowing for a more com-
prehensive understanding of user interactions and potential
usability issues (e.g., mouse movement). This research, as
part of the H-WORK project (De Angelis et al, 2020),
adhered to ethical standards and received approval from the
Bioethics Committee of the Alma Mater Studiorum
University of Bologna (Prot. n. 0185076) and in compliance
with the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical
Association, 2013).

The data collection methodology was developed based on
relevant systematic and scoping reviews (Balcombe & De
Leo, 2023; Maramba et al, 2019; Yen & Bakken, 2012) as
well as inspired by similar studies (Boucher et al., 2021;
Bucci et al., 2018; Farzanfar & Finkelstein, 2012; Gray et al.,
2020; Smit et al., 2021; Venning et al., 2021). The protocol
questions focused around the following features of usability
and acceptability testing (Hartson & Pyla, 2012), namely:
aesthetics (i.e., colors, layout, attractiveness); information
clarity and thoroughness; design (i.e., tools environment and
organization), relevance; language (i.e., user-centered termin-
ology); usefulness (i.e., the impact of the platform on mental
health) intention to use.

The interview protocol was structured into five distinct
sections, as follows:

1. Initiation: This phase involved introducing and present-
ing the landing page, during which participants were
prompted to share their initial impressions.

2. Cognitive Walkthrough with Think-Aloud Technique:
Participants were invited to experiment with the tools
and to express their insights. Due to a deliberate effort
to maintain participant engagement and prevent poten-
tial drop-out resulting from a lengthy interview process,
participants selected which tool or section to test
according to their interests. For example, the H-BT was
tested by 10 participants, the H-DSS by 22, the H-EC

by 9, the Policy Briefs by 6, and the Roadmap by 13.
Also, to obtain synthesizable data and minimize poten-
tial differences related to data being collected for digital
tools that are different in nature and purposes, we made
sure that each participant was administered at least one
interactive tool (i.e., H-DSS, H-BT, H-EC) and one
non-interactive tool (i.e., H-WORK Roadmap, H-
WORK Policy Briefs). Guidance on task execution was
provided solely at the interviewee’s request.

3. Relevance-Associated Queries: This section was
designed to elicit feedback on the platform’s overarch-
ing rationale and primary objective.

4. Layout-Based Queries: This part explored the user’s
opinions of the overall platform design.

5. Conclusion: The final phase investigated participants
thoughts on the potential impact of such platform on
their workplace, specifically how it might serve as a
valuable resource to address mental health at work.

In each segment of the protocol, participants were invited
to share recommendations and suggestions for enhance-
ment. The complete interview protocol can be found in the
Appendix.

2.4. Data analysis

The recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim, and the-
matic content analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was per-
formed with the MAXQDA 2020 software. The analysis
used a hybrid inductive/deductive approach (Armat et al,
2018; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006), thus balancing pre-
existing categories of acceptability and usability (e.g.,
Hartson & Pyla, 2012) while identifying emerging sub-
themes. Initially, we drew upon well-established criteria for
the UTAUT Acceptability framework (Venkatesh et al.,
2003; Arfi et al, 2021), where Trust and Perceived Risk
were included, and the user interface recommendations of
usability emerged from a comprehensive synthesis of previ-
ous studies (Diehl et al., 2022). Using an inductive method-
ology ensured our analysis was both theoretically robust and
aligned with our target audience’s perspectives, crucial for
influencing key organizational decisions like policy adoption,
investment returns, and strategic workplace responses.

The interview transcripts were analyzed by a panel of
three researchers. We implemented a coding process to
identify segments related to pre-established categories
(Tables 2), detect new emerging topics, define themes, and
systematically identify data patterns. Initially, each
researcher conducted independent coding, followed by a
joint session to compare, harmonize, and reach a consensus
on the coded labels. Table 2 illustrates this study’s theme
definitions and the pre-existing framework’s category for
usability and acceptability labels that guided the analysis.

3. Results

Overall, three sub-themes were identified in the usability
category, namely, “system intuitiveness,” “information
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Identified Themes Definition

Reference

Usability
System intuitiveness

Information Clarity
practical instructions of the tools
Perceived Enjoyment Emotional reactions by users
Acceptability
Performance expectancy
and awareness

Trust Trustworthiness of tools regarding the

effectiveness of functionalities and privacy

concerns
Facilitating Conditions

The intuitiveness of design aspects, ensuring
consistency and facilitating navigation
Clear information format from the system and as

System perceived usefulness, enhancing motivation

Contextual factors influencing platform adoption

Consistency in layout and easy of navigation (Diehl
et al., 2022)

Instructions should be concise, simple, and
relevant (Diehl et al., 2022)

Elicit positive emotions via visual elements (Diehl
et al., 2022)

System aids in job performance and motivation
(Venkatesh et al., 2003)

Trust in information system’s privacy and
effectiveness (Arfi et al., 2021)

Existence of support infrastructure for system use
(Venkatesh et al., 2003)

clarity,” and “perceived enjoyment.” Three sub-themes were
identified in the acceptability category, such as “performance
expectancy,” “trust,” and “facilitating conditions” (Table 2).

3.1. Category “usability and related factors”

About the Usability category, the first sub-theme included
instances, comments and suggestions related to the intuitive-
ness of the design. Despite some deeming the design as
straightforward, quick, intuitive, easy, and engaging, other
interviewees have outlined shortcomings that could prevent
users from maximizing their platform experience. The most
relevant design-related aspect is the soft log-in required to
access the Interactive Tools, as one participant expressed:

I was interested if you had a database of interventions, and I
started looking for that, and I could not find that immediately. But
I saw here the interactive tools, and that triggered me. However,
then I saw that you had to log in. So, I left it for a minute.

Moreover, the possibility of consulting the Roadmap
material only by downloading the PDF documents of the
steps was considered cumbersome and slow and not apt to
accommodate the needs and time pressure the desired end-
users are likely to experience in their jobs daily (e.g.,
employers, managers, HR directors).

Similarly, some interviewees needed help with interpreting
the results section of the Decision Support System (H-DSS).
This part presents traffic light color-coded dashboards indi-
cating how well their organization is doing on each dimen-
sion (e.g., stigma about mental health) covered in the mental
health at work and psychosocial wellbeing questionnaires.
Given that the feedback of the results is given on different
subdimensions that change in direction (e.g., the higher, the
better or, the lower, the better), some participants highlighted
how this lack of consistency across scales’ direction could
require additional mental effort from the users.

The relationship between intuitiveness in design and data
visualization becomes evident in the results section of the
H-DSS. Here, using traffic light color-coded dashboards was
perceived as intuitive and visually engaging. On the other
hand, the clarity of information is less directly connected to
data visualization, as demonstrated by the need for further
clarifications in the Economic Calculator section, In this sec-
tion, users’ behaviour was more focused on retrieving actual

information related to the contents and words used to
described the various tools, their purpose, and how to then
translate and apply them in the real organizational context.
Indeed, as a general comment, interviewees also emphasized
how they experienced difficulties understanding promptly the
functionalities and aim of the platform due to a lack of infor-
mation. Participants would have appreciated a more explicit
brief elevator pitch on the landing page as a design feature to
ensure a smoother and faster understanding of the overall aim
of the platform and the differences in functionality of each tool.
Therefore, the theme of information clarity pertained to the
degree of comprehensibility attributed to the tool’s instructions
or the feedback received from the system, focusing on instances
in which participants explicitly sought additional information
and expressed uncertainty over data to fill. This theme mainly
emerged among those who tried the Economic Calculator (H-

Cost of absence (sick leave days)

Average monthly salary (EUR)

Average cost of absence per sick day compared to
monthly salary (%) @

Number of employees (corresponding to full-time
positions)

Number of scheduled working days per year, per
employee

Absence, as a percentage of scheduled working hours
(%)

Total cost of absence 60000.00€

Productivity loss due to mental ill-health=

Added value (profit), EUR per year (EUR) @

Percentage of employees with high stress levels (%)

[}
Productivity loss due to high stress levels (%) @

Percentage of absence due to mental ill-health per
year (%) @

Figure 1. Two sections of the Economic calculator.
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EC). All interviewees who assessed the H-EC (N=9), had to
ask for clarifications about at least one of the indexes and fig-
ures required to process the calculations (Figure 1). Uncertainty
over what data to fill in was reported, especially concerning the
“productivity loss due to high-stress levels” percentage. Despite
the tool providing a default percentage (i.e., 9%) set by the H-
WORK experts, many participants shared their doubts over the
definition of “high-stress levels™:

Now I take off my employer’s hat and put on my worker’s hat,

and I am always stressed, always, because stress is anything: I

missed the bus, I am already stressed, and then the concept of

work-related stress linked to work issues is also trivialized, and
things start to get mixed up, don’t they?

Additionally, two expressed concerns about the inability
of this percentage to adequately represent the fluctuation in
stress levels over time, as follows:

You are asking for a value for profit for a year, but stress, you
know, could be, you know, a specific episode through a couple
of months, could be a whole year, could be somebody who is on
sick leave for extended periods I think it is a lot more elaborate
than just putting in a percentage.

A few interviewees also reported that the steps included
in the Roadmap would benefit from more transparent infor-
mation regarding the timing of each step to help end-users

Perceived distress L]

9 /15

(The lower the better)
The system found that regarding perceived

distress, your organisation has room for
improvement.

Workload °

gl
& %

14 /15

(The lower the better)

The system found that regarding workload, your
organisation has room for improvement.

plan and map out the duration of the intervention more
effectively and realistically.

The theme of perceived enjoyment delves into the posi-
tive emotional responses elicited from the users while inter-
acting with the platform. It is not merely about the platform
serving its functional purpose but also about the added layer
of users feeling a sense of satisfaction, amusement, or even
delight during its use. This enjoyment goes beyond the basic
instrumental value, adding an experiential dimension to the
interaction. A salient example emerged when participants
were exposed to the results section of the H-DSS. Their
reactions indicated not just appreciation for the information
provided but a genuine pleasure derived from the manner of
its presentation and the interactive experience.

The dashboard and the traffic light colors were deemed
very catchy to the eye (Figure 2), as one stated:

“I feel like it is like it turns it into, like, a fun quiz people
wanna feel like they got good results.”

Moreover, the platform’s color palette, tools, and avail-
able material were considered by most participants as calm-
ing, pleasing, and welcoming, suggesting that users feel at
ease when using it. Similarly, one stressed how the different
logos of the consortium partners, which encompass univer-
sities, small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), large

Perceived engagement L]

11 /15

(The higher the better)

Congratulations, your organisation is doing great
in terms of perceived engagement.

Interpersonal conflicts °

7 /15

(The lower the better)

The system found that regarding interpersonal
conflicts, your organisation has room for
improvement.

Figure 2. The psychosocial well-being tool dashboard showing examples results provided by the decision support system.



public organizations, and European-level OHS networks,
conveyed a feeling of safety:

“I feel safe when I see [names of academic partners and
European level networks]. I think it is a safe environment.”

3.2. Category “acceptability and related factors”

Acceptability encompasses three sub-themes: performance
expectancy, trust, and facilitating conditions.

Performance expectancy grouped those instances where
participants stated how the tools would effectively achieve
the objectives of the platform (ie., lead them to commit to
mental health via increasing their awareness and motiv-
ation). For instance, a few participants stressed how the
Benchmark calculator could be an eye opener by making
employers recognize how their company may trails behind
comparable organizations (Figure 3), both domestically and
at the European level. This may result in them feeling

Psychosocial risk factors present in the organisation
Pressure due to time constraints
Poor communication or cooperation
Difficult customers, patients, pupils

Long or irregular working hours

In your industry sector
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nudged to close this gap and promote mental health
initiatives.

Similarly, the “Mental Health at Work” and the
“Psychosocial Wellbeing” questionnaires were invaluable
aids in stimulating employer self-reflection and enhancing
awareness. In this context, the Interactive Tools were uni-
formly recognized as beneficial for managerial evaluations of
the present working condition in terms of practices—most
notably through the Benchmarking Tool (H-BT) and the
Decision Support System—and costs via the Economic
Calculator (H-EC). These connections to the practical, day-
to-day aspects of the managerial organization link directly to
performance expectation, as they demonstrate how the tool’s
functionality aligns with the platform’s goal of improving
the organization’s and managers’ awareness of mental health
issues, thereby incentivizing greater motivation for its pro-
motion. One participant stated that these tools could be
employed to transform an organization from a state of
‘unknown incompetence’ to one of ‘known incompetence’, a

Reset Hide results

Pressure due to time constraints

Your answer: Yes Your answer: No

(i ] (i) (i ]
64% ’ 453 @
23]

Long or irregular working hours

Your answer: No

o ®
55% ’ 433
A =

Figure 3. Layout of the benchmarking tool.

Poor communication or cooperation

Difficult customers, patients, pupils

Your answer: Yes

9%

® ® )
@ -
=



8 M. DE ANGELIS ET AL.

transition she considered crucial for shifting how organiza-
tional well-being is approached.

Trust emerged as a sub-theme representing participants’
perception of the platform’s trustworthiness in relation to
privacy and effectiveness of the tools. A few interviewees
highlighted the platform’s significance as a tangible outcome
of a substantial project financed by the European Union
(EU). In this context, the EU brand served as a key factor in
instilling trust among users, as it signified their commitment
to adhering to data and privacy regulations and quality of
material presented. However, most participants who assessed
the H-EC and H-DSS, expressed the need for further infor-
mation to enhance the platform’s explainability of results.
Specifically, some pointed out that the lack of a more precise
explanation of the link between the H-DSS outcomes and the
recommended interventions and of the computation backing
the H-EC might lead managers to doubt the overall results.
Notably, a few of those who tried the H-EC reacted to the
overall return on investment (ROI) with surprise and shock:

“Okay, super nice, but again, it looks like a bit wild.” Or: “My
goodness. Thank goodness it is only five percent. Let’s see.
[changes absence to 10%] Wow! [...] I mean, I am a bit
focused on mine, but it’s tremendous. It is a bit dizzying.”

Furthermore, trust issues emerged in those who tested
the H-EC. Two participants were skeptical about filling in
their company’s revenue value because they perceived this
requirement as a potential breach of confidential data, as
one stated:

“I was kind of like suspicious like, why should I, you know, tell
someone how much money my company makes, [...] I was,
like, thinking about quitting because I wouldn’t be confident to
provide such information.”

The trust theme also included instances where partici-
pants were, to some degree, challenging the tool’s ability to
provide trustable results. For instance, users found the
benchmarking data, based on a 2019 dataset, outdated.
Additionally, the limitation of capping organizational size at
250+ made comparisons for larger companies both mean-
ingless and inaccurate. Similarly, the shortness of the
“Mental Health at Work” questionnaire, as well as its forces
yes/no answer option, made users consider the results super-
ficial and incomplete, as one participant expressed:

I'm the General Manager of a company. If someone asked me
nine questions and told me, “You should do leadership training”
after nine questions and to invest so much money in it, I would
say, “Okay, no, sorry. How do you know that? There are so
many other things which you do not know about the company?

Similarly, the lack of thoroughness in the figures and val-
ues required in the H-EC was pointed out as an additional
source of doubt about the validity of the ROI results:

Let us say that it seems to me - so, briefly — that the number of
data that are considered are relatively few to have an accurate
figure, that is. And then I cannot understand, as I said before,
what the calculations behind this are at the base.

Two participants additionally underlined how, given that
the assessments are meant to be filled out by an individual
decision-maker (e.g., manager) and considering the platform’s

inability to triangulate data with that gathered from the work-
ers, a misrepresentation of the company’s overall health status,
especially in a larger organization is somewhat likely. This was
deemed to inevitably impact the extent to which users trust
the tool to provide insightful valid results that would help
them make informed decisions about the best way to tackle
mental health in their companies.

In this sense, while the actual benefits in being able to
take advantage of tools with these purposes are known (see
performance expectancy), users raise doubts and share con-
cerns about the reliability of the data or calculations, reflect-
ing issues of trust not only in the currency and relevance of
the data, but also in the platform’s ability to provide action-
able and reliable insights. Therefore, it is not a question of
meaning and purpose, but of internal mechanisms that are
clear, retrievable and auditable.

The sub-theme of facilitating conditions covered many
contextual and organizational factors stated by the users as
impacting the extent they would engage with the platform and
its tools. Firstly, given the international background of the
sample, most non-mother tongue interviewees stressed that
the opportunity to access the information in their own lan-
guage would make information more easily understandable
and usable in their own companies. Secondly, the mental-
health-specific terminology used was the second accessibility
sub-theme found in the data. Specifically, a few users empha-
sized that they felt some terms such as “vulnerable workers”,
“mental health conditions”, and “good practices” might not be
accessible and interpretable by people who may lack basic
mental health knowledge. In this sense, a few emphasized the
gap between the organization’s health commitments and what
is done in practice, stating how this responsibility is some-
times blurred across leadership levels. This results in difficul-
ties in adequately answering the questions and ultimately
accessing the results. As expressed by two interviewees:

“[.] Is this my immediate supervisor, the CEO? Who would this
be? I wouldn’t know that, but yeah, some people do - I know
some people do.”

Furthermore, the second one adds:

Yeah, at least in consulting, we have different leaders every five
months. So, your experience... changes completely from one
project to another one... Then, we have other leaders that are
just focused on numbers and deliverables, so you suffer a lot.

Moreover, one participant suggested as the name of the
platform itself, “Mental Health at Work Platform”, could
limit accessibility as it may resonate with stigmatizing, espe-
cially to users uneducated about mental health issues:

[.] There is, in my opinion, I do not know how to say, a gap to
be considered, which is the prejudice, the difficulty, the impact
that the term “mental health” has on the context we are referring
to, which is not a clinical context, but a regular, working context.
And the immediate reaction that I found, but I say it about
myself, because we are all children of this culture, was “I do not
need it, I am not crazy, I do not have problems” [.] I think this is
something to be reckoned with. It might make it more difficult
for people to perceive the instrument’s usefulness.

Thirdly, a few interviewees expressed concerns about the
accessibility to company data to fill in some of the figures



and indexes required in the H-EC. These are mainly related
to the highly stressed proportion of the workforce and the
company’s revenue. These requirements can become hard to
meet depending on the organizational size and politics of a
given company. For instance, SMEs might not collect such
stress data, and line managers might not be granted access to
sensitive company data: “But well, in SMEs and micro-SMEs,
which I generally attend on a day-to-day basis, I have to say
that some do not have a psychosocial risk assessment.”

The organization type could additionally influence the
accessibility of tools: for instance, one underlined that the
H-EC would not be suitable with different core values and
performance criteria, such as non-governmental organiza-
tions or not-for-profit organizations. A few emphasized the
need for better clarity of the pricing plans of each interven-
tion, as that would improve the users’ perceived financial
accessibility to a given intervention, making decision-making
ultimately faster.

4. Discussion

The digital revolution continues to shape our lives, present-
ing various platforms for a wide range of needs. Among
these, platforms that address mental health in the work
environment are becoming increasingly essential. The
"Mental Health at Work Platform" has been created to serve
this specific need (De Angelis et al., 2020), offering valuable
guidance and practical tools. To ensure its effectiveness, a
thorough assessment of the user-friendliness and accessibil-
ity of the digital platform is essential.

We aim to identify the key robust elements of the plat-
form’s user interface and where it could improve to ensure
user engagement, specifically focusing on usability and
acceptability factors perceived by the platform’s specific tar-
get group (e.g., managers and employers).

4.1. System intuitiveness

Regarding the first pre-determined usability category, system
intuitiveness, information clarity, and positive emotional
reactions emerged as factors influencing usability. Managers
and employers have expressed the need for smoother design
features and efficient navigation, especially in terms of infor-
mation hierarchy, which concerns the level of detail and
interdependency of the presented information (Diehl et al.,
2022). The lack of clarity on the landing page, the cumber-
some log-in procedures and the time-consuming process to
download material indicated a preference for a more direct
and intuitive presentation of information. For example,
based on user feedback, we optimized how the Roadmap is
available, allowing users to preview the document and flip
through the pages online, reducing the time and clicks
required for access. In the domain of digital system design,
the principle of navigation emerges as a paramount factor
for specific target users (i.e., managers) that often seek
streamlined access to vital information, guidelines, or
instructions. Following this principle, to address the infor-
mation gap on the landing page, we introduced pop-up
video previews for each interactive tool, enhancing user

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HUMAN-COMPUTER INTERACTION e 9

understanding of tool functionalities and clarify user expect-
ations regarding the usability of the tools.

As the literature suggests, the core of user interaction
relies heavily on effective navigation, which significantly
influences the speed and ease of achieving user objectives.
As Fang and Holsapple (2007) indicate, an optimally
designed navigation system reduces the steps needed for
user-system interaction. From our results, the concept
extends beyond the basic hierarchical layout of web pages,
involving strategic categorization and material accessibility,
balancing between the necessity of additional clicks for a
quick preview (e.g., demo preview) and the evaluation of
interactive online versus downloadable offline content.
Essentially, this highlights a user’s tendency to efficiently
process information facilitated by a well-structured and agile
navigation approach in digital platforms.

User feedback also pointed to the need for consistent and
congruent data presentation, pointing out that irregular var-
iations could potentially dim comprehension and thus
impede the rapid processing of information. In response to
this feedback, subsequent iterations of the platform have pri-
oritized ensuring that the scales convey information consist-
ently, thus mitigating unnecessary cognitive strain on users.
This aligns with the principle that users more easily under-
stand applications that are consistent within the digital sys-
tem, thus reducing cognitive load and facilitates learning of
how an application functions, as emphasized in usability
research (Lowdermilk, 2013).

A close examination of the user experience revealed that
not only the workflow was paramount but also how users
interacted with the platform. Diehl et al. (2022) outline these
considerations on two distinct levels, namely consistency
and navigation. However, the insights gleaned from this
study support integrating these levels into a broader cat-
egory: ‘system intuitiveness’. Within this umbrella, principles
such as consistency and navigation emerge as intricate,
mutually reinforcing the optimal user experience.

Another significant usability aspect is the clarity of the lan-
guage used by the system, particularly in the mental health
questionnaires or the economic calculator is vital. More aca-
demic or generic terms may hamper the platform’s ability to
communicate with users. Using familiar and easily recognizable
language is crucial to enhancing user experience and increasing
accessibility (Diehl et al., 2022), especially for mental health
platforms, where users” varied knowledge levels can influence
intervention effectiveness (Kitchener & Jorm, 2002). The
updated version of the platform now includes a glossary, which
can be consulted online and offline via download, explaining in
more detail some key terms related to the issues addressed by
the platform. In this sense, the focus on the type of users who
may interface with the system, where different cultural, profes-
sional, or organizational backgrounds may affect the under-
standing of the contents, becomes relevant.

4.2. Emotional triggers, trust and explainability

Participants’ emotional reactions to certain features of the
platform (e.g., the color palette, the traffic-light dashboard)



10 M. DE ANGELIS ET AL.

highlight the affective category of interface design, stressing
the role of visual elements and gamification of information
technology in enhancing user engagement and overall user
experience. An interesting observation from our research
concerns the profound influence of institutional logos on
users’ perceptions. Serving as signs of authoritative approval,
these logos intensified positive emotions (i.e., safety environ-
ment), increasing the inclination to use platform tools. The
interaction between brand design and user experience is a
well-established aspect in the literature (Septianto &
Paramita, 2021; Kato, 2021). However, in our study, aimed
primarily at senior decision-makers, we discovered a two-
dimensional impact of these logos.

From a usability perspective, the presence of valued insti-
tutional emblems gave the platform a further impression of
effectiveness and validity. In this sense, as trust resonates
with people’s emotional and cognitive spheres and a sense
of vulnerability (Vianello et al., 2023), on the acceptability
front, institutional logos (e.g., EU brand) fostered a sense of
safety and ethical assurance. Participants extrapolated those
renowned entities, known for their rigorous research ethics
and strict data management standards, endorsing the
platform.

The usability and acceptability of interactive tools hinge
on the clarity of system mechanics and logic. Participants
emphasized the need for greater transparency and explain-
ability, particularly in terms of platform outputs such as sug-
gested interventions and costs, emphasizing the importance
of users’ perceived reliability towards a given information
technology system as an additional element to consider
when evaluating acceptability (Alam et al.,, 2020). In today’s
increasingly data-driven landscape, transparency and
explainability are not only beneficial features, they are non-
negotiable prerequisites. This study outlines how a system
that remains an enigma to its users can erode trust, lead to
distrust and hinder widespread adoption. Again, while tool-
tips were already present, they have been enhanced in the
updated version to place greater emphasis on transparency
and explainability alongside each indicator.

Additionally, participants expressed a need for clear and
available information on data management, aligning with
studies that highlight privacy, data security, and anonymity
as an essential organizational factor promoting or hindering
eHealth adoption (Alshahrani et al., 2022; Jimenez &
Bregenzer, 2018; Schreiweis et al., 2019).

4.3. Digital nudging

Managers and key decision-makers value information hier-
archy, predictive consistency, language, emotional triggers,
and transparency and explainability in user interface design
and interaction as relevant features, especially the need to
gather the information they are looking for as quickly as
possible. This urgency underscores the relevance of efficient
user experience design for mental health tools in the work-
place, in particular for managers who are under increasing
time pressure (St-Hilaire & Gilbert, 2019). Techniques like
"digital nudging’, which guide user behavior in digital

environments (Weinmann et al., 2016), are essential for
streamlining interactions, enhancing intuitiveness, and
reducing cognitive load. In mental health contexts, digital
nudges can direct managers towards effective mental well-
being strategies and data interpretation (Jesse & Jannach,
2021; Carolan & De Visser, 2018).

The benchmarking tool, a key aspect of acceptability, for
example, represents a relevant example digital nudging. The
strength of the benchmarking tool lies in its ability to pro-
vide users with a comparative picture that is informative
and, at the same time, triggers a social comparison mechan-
ism, which amplifies the user’s recognition of the perceived
relevance of the digital solution and drives adoption
(Venkatesh et al., 2003). When users see their performance
compared to peers, they not only emphasize the practicality
of the solution but also induce introspection and awareness
on issues related to promoting mental health in the work-
place. However, it is crucial to delineate the boundary
between ’Performance Expectancy’ and ’Social Norms’, as
outlined by the UTAUT model. Benchmarking does not
show the opinions of others on the usage of the system (i.e.,
Social Norms) but clarifies how an organization measures
itself, potentially influencing users’ perceptions of the useful-
ness and performance of the system in showing possible
ways to improve.

However, although benchmarking may resonate strongly
with many, its effectiveness may vary depending on user
profiles and situations. Future studies on these aspects are
highly encouraged. From the qualitative results of our study,
using social pressure-driven ’nudging’ can enhance tool
acceptability, prompting users to reflect on their practices. A
well-implemented benchmarking feature in a digital tool not
only facilitates acceptance but also encourages proactive
engagement with mental health initiatives.

Similarly, other organizational-level factors, such as acces-
sibility to the company’s data (as required in some of the
platform’s tools), might also represent facilitating conditions
for user-intended and actual take-up. In this sense, as stated
by some interviewees, small and medium-sized enterprises
may not gather stress-related data, and line managers might
not have permission to access sensitive company informa-
tion, thus limiting their chance to accept the platform and
use digital tools. The feedback gathered in this respect
allowed us to further refine some of our tools, in particular
with regard to economic estimates, which are now governed
by more common standards and accepted in small and
medium-sized enterprises as well.

4.4. Limitations

This study has some limitations. We did not control for the
participants’ digital literacy level, which may have influenced
the data gathered regarding the usability and acceptability
themes that emerged, as it directly influences the users’ cap-
ability to interact with the system (van Deursen & van Dijk,
2019; Martins et al., 2023). For example, the user’s under-
standing of how to navigate and manipulate the platform,
along with their ability to understand and interpret the



content it presents, might have been affected by their level
of digital literacy. Indeed, at the time of testing the H-
WORK Mental Health at Work Platform for the present
study, it was only offered in English, so this is the language
participants were administered the platform’s tools and
resources. Incorporating these considerations in future stud-
ies can enhance the overall acceptability and usability of the
platform.

An additional limitation of our study is the participants’
lack of familiarity with usability evaluation which might
have influenced the comprehensiveness of their responses.
Self-selection bias and recruitment bias might have also con-
ditioned the data. As a proactive measure to mitigate and
avoid the risk of participant drop-out from a lengthy inter-
view procedure, not all participants tested all parts of the
platform. This limited exposure to different tools or features
of the platform, potentially missing essential insights or var-
iations in usability and acceptability across different compo-
nents. However, the sample represented a heterogeneous
population, including employers, managers, HR directors,
and OHS professionals from organizations based in multiple
countries. The study used a hybrid deductive/inductive
methodology, which is uncommon.

4.5. Recommendations

The results of our research offer tangible guidelines for the
development and refinement of digital health platforms, par-
ticularly those that aim to promote mental health in the
workplace. First, user experience is greatly enhanced when
platforms prioritize the intuitiveness of the system. This
means that the design of a platform should not only be aes-
thetically pleasing but should also be consistent and facilitate
easy navigation. Decision-makers, who often face time con-
straints, greatly value the ability to quickly access and inter-
pret relevant information. This is particularly relevant
considering that eHealth tools and apps are gradually enter-
ing the work context. In this context, offering features such
as an online document preview, as opposed to time-consum-
ing downloads, or providing video previews and demos for
interactive tools usage can greatly increase user engagement.

Consistency in data representation emerged as another
essential aspect. Users, especially in professional settings,
where the amount of data to be interpreted could be cum-
bersome, expect a uniform presentation of data to avoid
confusion and cognitive stress. A consistent platform
increases trust, and gamified visual elements may reduce the
time to understand the provided content. In addition, the
language used plays a key role in the understandability of
the platform. Since these platforms could target users with
different professional, cultural, and organizational back-
grounds, using clear, relatable, and easily understandable
language is critical. The inclusion of glossaries or explana-
tory sections can help in this regard.

One interesting finding was the impact of institutional
logos on users’ perceptions. From a practical standpoint,
platforms seeking to convey positive emotions and build
trust might consider partnering with reputable institutions
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or integrating recognized endorsements into their design.
However, although visual validations can increase user trust,
transparency and explainability in data management and
system processes remain critical. Users are more likely to
engage with a platform they perceive as open and secure.
Accordingly, platforms should be forthcoming about their
data management practices, providing clarity and accessibil-
ity to this information.

Finally, digital nudging, in which users are gently guided
toward optimal choices, seems to have great potential to
improve user engagement. By integrating features that tap
into users’ inherent desire for comparison and validation,
such as benchmarking tools, platforms can stimulate users’
self-awareness and proactive organizational actions when it
comes to promoting mental health at work.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, our study provides valuable insights into the
usability and acceptability of a digital platform developed to
promote mental well-being in the workplace. The research
underscores the importance of several factors, including the
intuitiveness of the system, the clarity of the platform’s lan-
guage and structure, and the trustworthiness and explain-
ability of the tools it offers.

Additionally, the research brings to light potential areas
for improvement in platform design, such as simplifying the
access procedure, enhancing the consistency and informa-
tion hierarchy, and increasing transparency around data
management. Implementing these changes could signifi-
cantly enhance the platform’s usability and acceptability,
thereby increasing its potential for widespread adoption in
various organizational contexts. This research contributes to
the broader discourse around digital well-being tools to be
applied in the workplace, providing vital insights for devel-
opers, stakeholders, and end-users.
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Appendix

1. Introduction: The interviewer greets the participant, explains the
interview aim, procedure, and duration, discusses ethical issues
like voluntary participation, right to withdraw, right to skip ques-
tions, confidentiality, and privacy, asks for permission to video-
record the session, and checks if there are any questions before
beginning.

2. User info: The interviewer collects basic information about the
participant, such as sex, country, age, job position, tenure, sector,
industry, and browser used.

3. Platform familiarization: The interviewer sends a link to the plat-
form and asks the participant to navigate it. The participant is
questioned about their prior platform use and similar tools. They
also provide first impressions about the aesthetics and organiza-
tion of the platform.

4. Cognitive walkthrough with think-aloud technique: In this section,
the participant explores specific tools on the platform while think-
ing aloud, sharing their impressions of various aspects of the plat-
form’s layout, information, language, colors, and clarity. The
participant engages with different groups of tools like
Benchmarking + Policy briefs, DSS+ Roadmap, and Economic
Calculator.

5. General questions related to tools: The participant answers ques-
tions about each tool they used on the platform, how helpful they
found it in their work, and its ease of use. They are also asked to
compare the tools and discuss their difficulties.

6. Questions related to the platform: The participant provides their
opinion on the potential impact of using the platform on mental
health at their workplace, how often they would use it, what
might prevent them from using it, and how these barriers might
be overcome. They also discuss the platform’s relevance to their
profession, the sufficiency of the information provided, the clarity
of the language, the aesthetics of the layout, and their intention to
recommend it to others.

7.  Closure: Finally, the participant shares any additional thoughts
they might have, and the interviewer summarizes the main points
and next steps. The interview is then concluded.
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