
Making mental health 
a cce ssib le  t o  e ve ryon e .



Disclosures

● Co-fou n d e r & CEO |  Koko
● Sc ie n t ific  a d viso r |  Hom e com in g  



About Koko

● Koko is a tech -b a se d  nonprofit c re a t e d  b y a  t e a m  o u t  o f Airb n b  a n d  MIT.

● W e  h a ve  7+ ye a rs  o f e xp e rie n ce  b u ild in g  m e n t a l h e a lt h  a n d  sa fe t y p ro d u c t s  fo r m a n y 
o f t h e  la rg e st  In t e rn e t  p la t fo rm s in  t h e  w o rld .

● W e ’ve  h e lp e d  o ve r 2 million people so  fa r, m o st ly a d o le sce n t s .



Most individuals with mental illness suffer for 
a p p ro xim a t e ly o n e  d e ca d e  b e fo re  re ce ivin g  h e lp ...



… and yet, millions are 
re a ch in g  ou t  fo r h e lp  on lin e  
right now — on  t h e  p la t fo rm s 
t h e y u se  e ve ry d a y.



Reaching these individuals is a 
h u g e  o p p o rt u n it y. 

He re  is  h o w  w e  d o  it …



Crisis Toolkit



1. A keyword library that detects high 
risk terms and phrases. 

2. Koko resources and online 
interventions.

Our crisis toolkit has two components:



Keyword Models



Many online platforms have keywords that 
d e t e c t  co n ce rn in g  se a rch  t e rm s (e .g ., “su ic id e ” 
o r “d e p re ssio n ”). Bu t  t h e se  lis t s  a lw a ys h a ve  
h u g e  o m issio n s.

The Problem





It is hard to to regularly update keywords in 
re sp o n se  t o  d a n g e ro u s n e w  sla n g  t e rm s, e va sive  
la n g u a g e , m issp e llin g s.

The Problem



Keyword Models
Our regular expression library includes tens of 
t h o u sa n d s o f m e n ta l h e a lt h  t e rm s a n d  p h ra se s .

W e  ca n  d e t e c t  co m m on  t e rm s, (# d e p re ssio n , 
# su ic id e ) — a s w e ll a s  s la n g  (# se w e rslid e ) a n d  e va sive  
la n g u a g e  (# a n 0 re x1a ), a n d  m issp e llin g s (b u liim ia ).

Bin d in g s fo r P yth o n , P HP , Ru b y, e t c . W rit t e n  in  Ru st , 
m a t ch e s in  u n d e r a  m ic ro se co n d .



How we derive our keywords
Unique datasets

● Keywords from our network of partners , 30k+ 
labeled crisis posts

Scraping

● We scrape and label thousands of co -listed terms 
from social platforms

Text Generators

● We use text transformers like GPT -3 to generate 
new keywords and phrases



Not for short text.

Te xt  t ra n sfo rm e rs  a re  p ro n e  t o  b ia s , d a t a  d rift , 
a n d  a re  h a rd  t o  fin e -t u n e .

Ke yw o rd s a re  t ra n sp a re n t  a n d  ca n  b e  e va lu a t e d  
a n d  u p d a t e d  e a sily.

In t e g ra t io n  is  o n  t h e  o rd e r o f m in u t e s  vs  
m o n t h s/ye a rs .

Shouldn’t we use neural nets?



We are not trying to 
predict suicide!

We are simply reaching users who are 
a lre a d y c ryin g  o u t  fo r h e lp , p u b lic ly, o n  
la rg e  In t e rn e t  p la t fo rm s.

Ou r g o a l is  t o  ra d ica lly re d ire c t  t h e ir m e n t a l 
h e a lt h  t ra je c t o ry, rig h t  a t  t h e  m o m e n t  t h e y 
a re  m o st  w illin g  t o  se e k h e lp . 



Privacy is paramount

1
No personally -identifying data is ever passed 
to Koko

2

3

Referring to Kokobot is no different than 
adding a link to a hotline

Koko does not collect PII (email, sms, ip, etc)



Outreach
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UX Trade-offs

Go o d  UX

Go o d  UX
W e  n e e d  h ig h  p re c is io n  m o d e ls , a s  w e ll a s  
t h o u g h t fu l u se r e xp e rie n ce s  t h a t  fa il 
g ra ce fu lly in  t h e  ca se  o f a  fa lse  p o sit ive .

W e  m u st  ca re fu lly m a n a g e  t h e se  t ra d e -o ffs  
w h e n  co lla b o ra t in g  w ith  o n lin e  p la t fo rm s a n d  
o th e r p a rtn e rs . 



High Touch Example
Search is suppressed, a PSA is 
d isp la ye d , t h e  u se r is  se n t  a  DM



Low Touch
No PSAs. Koko is just pinned in the search results.



Other touchpoints
● User flags
● Art ic le  d isc la im e rs
● Co m m e n t s
● Fa ce b o o k Gro u p s
● Disco rd  Co m m u n it ie s
● Oth e r b o t s



Interventions



Our interventions can be accessed online, 
fo r fre e , w it h o u t  h a vin g  t o  d o w n lo a d  a n  a p p . 

W e  p ro vid e  o n lin e  p e e rs  su p p o rt , s in g le -
se ss io n  in t e rve n t io n s , c ris is  t ria g e , e t c . 

W e  m a in t a in  u p d a t e d  lin ks  t o  h u n d re d s o f 
c ris is  lin e s  a ro u n d  t h e  w o rld .

Something for everyone

“I fe e l e xt re m e ly lo n e ly a n d  
a ll I w ish  fo r is  t o o  ju s t  b e  

o ka y a n d  h a p p y a n d  lo ve d . 
It ’s  p a in fu l a n d  I h a t e  it .”

“Yo u  a re  d e se rvin g  o f a ll o f t h o se  
t h in g s . Th e re ’s  so  m a n y 

e xp e rie n ce s  t o  h a ve  in  t h e  w o rld  
w e  live  in  a n d  so  m a n y p e o p le  

t h a t  w ill lo ve  t o  sh a re  t h e m  w ith  
yo u .

Th e re ’s  a lw a ys a  lig h t  a t  t h e  e n d  
o f t h e  t u n n e l – yo u ’re  s t ro n g  & 

ca p a b le  o f o ve rco m in g  t h is  
se a so n  o f life .”

Cris is  Lin e ,
Sa fe t y P la n

Ea t in g  
Diso rd e r 
Su p p o rt Ko ko

P e e r 
Su p p o rt

Se lf-In ju ry 
Su p p o rt

Ot h e r



Along with researchers at Stanford, Dartmouth, 
a n d  Sto n y Bro o k, Ko ko  h a s  d e ve lo p e d  sh o rt  
(8 m in ) s in g le -se ssion  in t e rve n t io n s t h a t  ca n  b e  
in t e g ra t e d  in to  a n y o n lin e  p la t fo rm . 

Ou r co u rse s  co ve r t o p ic s  like  e a t in g  d iso rd e rs , 
a n xie ty, a n d  se lf h a rm . 

Single-Session
Interventions



● High completion rates (~25 -57%) re la t ive  t o  re a l-
w o rld  co m p le t io n  ra t e s  a m o n g  o t h e r d ig it a l se lf-
h e lp  in t e rve n t io n s .

● Sig n ifica n t  im p ro ve m e n t s  in :
○ Ho p e le ssn e ss
○ Se lf-h a t re d
○ Mo t iva t io n  t o  s t o p  se lf-h a rm in g
○ Bo d y im a g e

Single-Session
Interventions

Do b ia s , M.L., Sch le id e r, J .L., Mo rris , R.R. (in  p re ss). Sin g le -se ss io n  
in t e rve n t io n s  e m b e d d e d  w ith in  Tu m b lr: A t e s t  o f a cce p t a b ilit y a n d  u t ilit y. 
Jo u rn a l o f Me d ica l In t e rn e t  Re se a rch  - Fo rm a t ive .





Precision Peer Support

Our AI -p o w e re d  peer support p la t fo rm  is  
t h e  t e n d e r b e a t in g  h e a rt  o f o u r se rvice . 
Ko ko  u se rs  a re  n o t  o n ly le a rn in g  t o  h e lp  
t h e m se lve s , t h e y a re  a lso  le a rn in g  t o  h e lp  
o t h e rs .



Precision Peer Support

Individuals who help others the most show 
t h e  m o st  p ro n o u n ce d  re d u c t io n s  in  
d e p re ssio n  sym p t o m s. 

Exch a n g e s a re  sh o rt  a n d  c ircu m scrib e d  
a n d  e ve ry in t e ra c t io n  is  m o d e ra t e d  b y a  
h u m a n -in -t h e -lo o p  AI syst e m .

Re sp o n se  t im e s a re  ve ry lo w  (< 5m in  o n  
a vg ). Ove r 100 million messages h a ve  
b e e n  e xch a n g e d  o n  o u r p e e r n e t w o rk. Doré, B. P., Morris, R. R., Burr, D. A., Picard, R. W., & Ochsner, K. N. (2017). Helping others 

regulate emotion predicts increased regulation of one’s own emotions and decreased symptoms 
of depression. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 43(5), 729-739.



Crisis Triage

Showing a 1 -8 0 0  n u m b e r is  n o t  e n o u g h !

Co n ve rsio n  ra t e s  t o  c ris is  lin e s  a re  
e xt re m e ly lo w .

In  a n  RCT w it h  Ha rva rd , w e  d e m o n st ra t e d  
w a ys t o  in c re a se  co n ve rs io n  ra t e s  t o  life -
lin e s  a m o n g st  h ig h  risk in d ivid u a ls . 

Use rs  w h o  g o  t h ro u g h  Ko ko ’s  c ris is  flo w  
a re  23% m o re  like ly t o  co n t a c t  a  h o t lin e . 

Ja ro sze w ski, A. C., Mo rris , R. R., & No ck, M. K. (20 19). Ra n d o m ize d  co n t ro lle d  
t ria l o f a n  o n lin e  m a ch in e  le a rn in g -d rive n  risk a sse ssm e n t  a n d  in t e rve n t io n  
p la t fo rm  fo r in c re a s in g  t h e  u se  o f c ris is  se rvice s . Journal of consulting and 
clinical psychology , 87 (4 ), 370 .



“Yesterday, I was feeling very suicidal . I h a d  n o  id e a  t h is  se rvice  
e xis t e d , b u t  I’m  ve ry t h a n kfu l it  p op p e d  u p  on  m y sc re e n  b e ca u se  
it  so rt  o f saved me .” 

An on ym ou s Koko  u se r



User Satisfaction 



KokoBot Fan Art



Koko started as a clinical trial at MIT.

We have since published seven peer-reviewed papers 
on our interventions, including two randomized 
controlled trials. We partner with leading institutions 
like Harvard, Stanford, Dartmouth, and Stony Brook.

See: kokocares.org/research

Research

http://kokocares.org/research


kokocares.org | rob@kokocares.org

Thank You 💞💞
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