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Only a few years ago, mental health in the workplace was viewed in 
terms of managing employee mental health issues directly impacting 
job performance and guarding against potential employer liability . 
Today, more employers are realizing that mental health—much like 
physical health—is a constant human concern for every person, every 
day and providing company-sponsored mental health support is 
quickly becoming the new norm . 

Even pre-pandemic, half of large employers were already training 
managers to identify symptoms of depression, anxiety and other 
disorders . An additional 18% plan to do so in 2021, according to a 
Business Group on Health survey while 54% of employers plan to 
offer free or low-cost virtual mental health visits in 2021 .

First Stop Health® knows employee wellbeing is a high priority for 
employers and benefit advisors, but knowing what employees need 
in terms of mental health support and what solutions will work best 
is not always easy. This guide offers employers and benefit advisors 
an overview of mental health in the U.S., the different benefit options 
available and what to look for in a mental health resource to ensure 
employees use it and ultimately become healthier and more resilient .

Introduction

Company-
sponsored mental 
health support is 
quickly becoming 
the new norm.

https://www.businessgrouphealth.org/en/who-we-are/newsroom/press-releases/large-us-employers-accelerating-adoption-of-virtual-care-mental-health-services-for-2021
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One in five American adults lived with a mental illness in 2019 (ranging 
from mild to serious mental, behavioral or emotional disorders) . During 
the COVID-19 pandemic, about four in 10 adults in the U .S . reported 
symptoms of anxiety or depressive disorder, up from one in 10 adults 
who reported these symptoms from January to June 2019 . The Mental 
Health Index reported a 71% increase in the risk for depression in 
full-time workers in 2021 compared to pre-pandemic levels . There are 
also long-term mental health impacts of the pandemic looming in the 
future ranging from decreased psychological well-being to higher rates 
of physical health issues like high blood pressure .

In addition to reports of increased anxiety, depression and addiction, 
modern workers are confronted with technology’s impact on their 
day-to-day lives . The boundaries between personal and professional 
worlds that overlapped significantly prior to the pandemic now seem 
nonexistent in work remote environments . One study reported that 
since the pandemic began, 35% of full-time employees have worked 
40-plus more hours each month and 25% of those surveyed said they 
were currently experiencing burnout from overwork . Almost nine in 10 
of the surveyed employees reported that work-related stress, anxiety 
and depression affected their home lives and 76% believed employers 
should be doing more to protect the mental health of the workforce .

The State of Mental 
Health in the U .S .

4 in 10
adults in the U.S. 
reported symptoms of 
anxiety or depressive 
disorder during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.1

25%
of full-time employees 
say they are currently 
experiencing burnout 
from overwork.2

BY THE NUMBERS:

1  https://www .kff .org/other/state-indicator/adults-reporting-symptoms-of-anxiety-or-depressive-disorder-during-covid-19-pandemic/
2  https://www .oracle .com/a/ocom/docs/applications/hcm/2020-hcm-ai-at-work-study .pdf

https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/mental-illness.shtml
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/adults-reporting-symptoms-of-anxiety-or-depressive-disorder-during-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhis/earlyrelease/ERmentalhealth-508.pdf
https://www.totalbrain.com/mentalhealthindex/
https://www.totalbrain.com/mentalhealthindex/
https://www.benefitnews.com/news/employee-mental-health-is-improving-but-benefits-are-still-needed
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/blog/2020/long-term-impact-covid-19-mental-health
https://www.oracle.com/a/ocom/docs/applications/hcm/2020-hcm-ai-at-work-study.pdf
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In light of the many stressors impacting today’s workers, employers 
are stepping up to provide employees with the support they need 
to manage episodes of mental illness and maintain good mental 
health . More than two-thirds of large employer respondents to the 
Business Group on Health’s 2021 survey said they already provide 
access to online mental health support resources such as apps, 
videos, and articles, and 88%of those employers say they will offer 
those benefits in 2021. 

While there are monetary costs associated with ignoring the effects 
of poor mental health on companies—the American Psychiatric 
Association even has a calculator to help employers estimate the 
impact—most employers are expanding benefit offerings to include 
mental health resources because they believe it’s the right thing to 
do . Much like national attitudes toward workers’ rights to physical 
health and safety in the workplace in the 1970s, U .S . companies 
are recognizing the necessity of mental health benefits for all 
employees and promoting a culture of mental well-being within their 
organizations .

What Employers are Doing to 
Address Employee Mental Health

Companies are 
recognizing the 
necessity of mental 
health benefits 
for all employees 
and promoting a 
culture of mental 
well-being within 
their organizations.

https://www.businessgrouphealth.org/en/who-we-are/newsroom/press-releases/large-us-employers-accelerating-adoption-of-virtual-care-mental-health-services-for-2021
http://www.workplacementalhealth.org/Employer-Resources/Mental-Health-Calculators


fshealth.com

Guide to Mental Health Solutions for Employees

6

When considering employee benefits for mental health, employers 
may at first only think of employees who deal with diagnosed mental 
illnesses, but mental health is a human concern for every employee .

According to McLean Hospital, a Harvard Medical School affiliate, 
mental health and mental illness are much like physical health 
and illness in that they are states of being existing on a spectrum . 
People can have chronic mental illnesses they may need to manage 
throughout their lives, but they can also experience single instances 
of poor mental health, such as an episode of depression occurring 
after a divorce . 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) defines mental illness as 
conditions that affect a person’s thinking, feeling, mood or behavior . 
The CDC defines mental health as being reflective of emotional, 
psychological and social well-being that can affect how we think,  
feel and act and impact the way we interact with others, handle 
problems and make decisions .

According to those definitions, it makes sense for employers to 
provide mental health access to all employees regardless of whether 
or not they have reported or been diagnosed with a mental illness . 
Acknowledging that all individuals may experience varying levels 
of mental health and mental illness throughout their lives not only 
prepares employers to support their entire workforce, but it also 
communicates to employees that their contributions and value are 
still recognized even when they require mental health support . 

It makes sense 
for employers to 
provide mental 
health access 
to all employees 
regardless of 
whether or 
not they have 
reported or been 
diagnosed with 
a mental illness.

Who Needs Mental  
Health Support?

https://www.mcleanhospital.org/essential/yes-there-big-difference-between-mental-health-and-mental-illness
https://www.cdc.gov/mentalhealth/learn/index.htm
https://www.mentalhealth.gov/basics/what-is-mental-health
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	Self-Stigma
 Self-stigma occurs when members of stigmatized groups internalize negative attitudes 

towards themselves, which can lead to self-defeating beliefs and behaviors . These can range 
from secrecy and isolation to treatment avoidance that can have serious repercussions . 
Individuals who are prone to self-stigmatization may not be knowledgeable about their 
condition and may blame themselves for their symptoms . Employers can help employees 
combat self-stigma by spreading awareness about the benefits of mental health treatment—
even for those who don’t have a diagnosed mental health condition—and emphasizing that 
those who struggle with mental illness are still valued for the strengths and competence 
they bring to their jobs . Holding educational seminars or inviting speakers to educate 
the workforce about mental health are great ways to combat self-stigma and offer an 
opportunity to connect employees with any mental health resources the company may offer .

	Public Stigma    
 Public stigma related to mental illness can include stereotypical thinking, negative attitudes 

and/or negative behavior . When left unchecked, the symptoms of public stigma can lead 
to discrimination . Educational events for employees can help guard against public stigma, 
but employers should also have a clear complaint process in place for employees if they 
feel they’ve been discriminated against by a colleague due to their mental health condition . 
Resources like anonymous hotlines may encourage employees to come forward . Employers 
should ensure complete confidentiality and discretion when addressing these complaints 
and seek out legal counsel to fully comply with and support the workplace protections 
afforded to individuals with mental health conditions .

	Employer Discretion
 Employers can play a major role in ensuring the confidentiality of sensitive information 

related to employee mental health . Employers should never request individuals to disclose 
mental health conditions and should have clear policies for managers outlining protocols for 
handling sensitive information relating to mental health . This will promote a company culture 
of sensitivity and guard against improper disclosure of personal health information .

Overcoming Stigma:  
Creating an Accepting Workplace Culture
One of the first things employers must grapple with when offering employees mental health 
support is stigma . Nearly every employee of every background (age, race, gender, sexual 
orientation, etc .) deals with overcoming social stigma when accessing mental health resources . 
A CBS News poll conducted in the fall of 2019 reported 90% of respondents acknowledging the 
presence of social stigma and discrimination concerning mental illness . More than 30% stated 
that discrimination and stigma associated with mental illness have decreased over the past 
ten years, but 30% said that the situation remains unchanged . A recent study reported 64% of 
employees are fearful that reporting a mental health issue could impact their job security .

https://greatist.com/grow/surprising-benefits-therapy#8
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/most-americans-think-there-is-stigma-associated-with-mental-illness-cbs-news-poll/
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	Wellness Benefits
 These types of benefits can range from educational workshops (like Mental Health First 

Aid), screenings (like this one offered by the Department of Veteran’s Affairs), paid time 
off (PTO), and mental health days to on-site massage, yoga and volunteer days . When 
considering PTO policies, employers should communicate with employees specifically 
about managing challenging mental health events like bereavement. These kinds of benefits 
allow employees some time and space to decompress and utilize coping skills they’ve 
learned in the past to manage stress, intense emotions or negative thoughts . 

	Traditional Therapy
 Talk therapy is a collaborative treatment in which an individual, couple or family speaks 

openly to a psychologist who is objective and neutral . Traditional therapy can empower 
employees with new insights into their thoughts and relationships, improve their 
communication skills, teach them strategies to manage stress and educate them about 
healthy choices . Employers may have a group health insurance plan that covers some 
mental health care expenses, but in-person therapy visits may still cost employees 
anywhere from $80-$150 per visit—which can discourage employees from accessing care . 
These visits also require scheduling and can involve traveling to a counselor’s office.  
While the public health emergency is in force, many therapists are offering care via video 
chat or phone due to the public health emergency, but it is unclear whether all traditional 
providers will be able to make virtual visits a permanent feature .

	Higher Levels of Care
 Some employees may need intensive treatment for mental health conditions, which 

could include inpatient and residential programs, partial hospitalization programs (PHP) 
or intensive outpatient programs (IOP) . These care situations provide a range of clinical 
diagnostic and treatment services on an appropriate level (potentially including 24-hour care 
if needed) . Services can include group therapy, nursing, psychiatric evaluation, medication 
management, and group/individual/family counseling . The treatment setting may be at 
a hospital or clinic and provides a highly structured environment to ensure continuity of 
treatment and safety . Employers can support employees by ensuring in-network options  
for inpatient or partial hospitalization facilities within their group health plan . 

Employee Mental Health 
Benefit Options
Employers have a wide range of choices when it comes to mental health benefits for employees. 
Some offer help that is preventive in nature (like on-site yoga classes or extra paid time off days) 
while others connect employees to clinical counselors who can admit employees to higher levels 
of care when needed . 

https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/2019/02/four-ways-employers-can-improve-mental-health-in-the-workplace/
https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/2019/02/four-ways-employers-can-improve-mental-health-in-the-workplace/
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.myhealth.va.gov/mhv-portal-web/depression-screening&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1614809640656000&usg=AOvVaw25BDXuEEcQVPqNr38q8Wlt
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	Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs)
 The majority of mid- to large-sized companies offer Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) 

provided at little to no cost to employees . EAPs can cover a wide range of services that 
offer employees help with everything from anxiety, substance abuse and grief, to financial 
issues, child care and housing . Unfortunately, multiple studies have shown that despite the 
high rate of employers offering EAP services, employee utilization within a given year is 
below 10% and nearly half of employees don’t know or aren’t sure if their company offers 
one . Additionally, employees fail to utilize EAPs because they don’t know how to access the 
benefits, worry about confidentiality or are concerned about mental health stigma in the 
workplace . Few EAP programs come with an awareness campaign to communicate the 
availability of these services to employees—so that responsibility falls to employers . When it 
comes to mental health treatment offerings, counseling sessions provided through EAPs are 
often capped to a certain number, at which time employees are referred to outside services .  

	Text-Based Apps
 This new form of therapy allows patients to chat with their therapist anytime through a 

secure chat window on computer or phone and the therapist typically responds once or 
twice or day (“asynchronous chat”) . Patients can also schedule “live text” sessions with 
therapists on some platforms, but that is not the primary mode of use . Text-based apps are 
convenient and can be particularly helpful for those who may be reluctant to get in-person 
care from a traditional talk therapist . However, they don’t provide the robust care offered 
by half-hour or hour-long in-person therapy sessions . Anyone familiar with texting knows 
that it sometimes strips interactions of facial cues and voice tone that can be crucial to 
understanding what is being communicated . Still, this method of therapy is growing in 
popularity while a small study showed that augmenting traditional mental health treatment 
with text-based therapy is safe and beneficial. More data is needed to examine whether this 
form of treatment can offer a full stand-in for traditional therapy or whether it is best used 
as a complement .

	Virtual Mental Health
 Virtual mental health services provide employees with remote, talk-based therapy not unlike 

what they would receive at a licensed therapist’s office. The virtual care approach has 
become more common—especially during the pandemic when behavioral health concerns 
drove some of the largest increases in telemedicine visits . Virtual mental health has been 
shown to be effective for treating a number of common mental health concerns and boasts 
high patient and doctor satisfaction rates . A recent University of Michigan study reported 
that roughly half of patients who used virtual mental health hope to continue using it once 
the pandemic is over . For employees, being able to access mental health support virtually 
can make an enormous difference in whether or not they access help at all . Solutions 
can vary widely when it comes to mode of contact (video, audio, live chat, asynchronous 
messaging), availability (24/7, five days a week or by-appointment-only), counselor 
certification (licensed by state or “trained listeners” and coaches) and cost (free, insurance-
based or varied rates depending on type of access) .

https://content.naic.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/JIR-ZA-39-08-EL.pdf
https://content.naic.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/JIR-ZA-39-08-EL.pdf
https://hrexecutive.com/hres-number-of-the-day-eap-awareness/
https://www.wellandgood.com/text-therapy-apps/
https://www.wellandgood.com/text-therapy-apps/
https://www.jmir.org/2020/12/e22727
https://doi.apa.org/fulltext/2020-81589-001.html
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/many-psychiatry-patients-prefer-online-therapy#The-studys-main-findings
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	Awareness
 As mentioned above, many employees aren’t even aware of company-sponsored benefits that 

may help with mental health . Employee assistance programs are notoriously underutilized for 
that reason and in many cases, employees don’t know that their employer-sponsored health 
insurance plan may cover mental health treatment . 

 Employers should look for mental health resources that feature a strong communications 
plan that will fully engage and inform employees about the resources available to them . Ask 
potential providers if they provide employee awareness materials at no additional cost before 
committing to a solution .

	Cost
 Cost is also a significant factor to consider for mental health benefits. While some employees 

may not mind paying a copay to access therapy or other care, more employees are much more 
likely to access benefits when they are available at little or no cost to them. A recent survey of 
American adults found that 42% saw cost or poor insurance coverage as a barrier to accessing 
mental health care . 

 Employers should specifically examine employees’ share of costs before committing to a 
mental health resource for their workforce . If the cost prevents employees from using it, then 
the value it brings to the organization may not be worth the investment .

	Access
 There are, on average, 20 mental healthcare providers for every 100,000 people, and three out 

of four counties report a “severe psychiatrist shortage.” Finding a counselor with availability 
who lives nearby can be an enormous challenge—especially now that many employers are 
managing remote workforces who live in various regions nationwide . 

 Employers should look for solutions that can connect employees to licensed counselors no 
matter where they live within a few days . Optimal solutions will also allow employees to select 
a counselor they feel most comfortable talking to (male/female) and translation capabilities if 
needed .

Employee Engagement with 
Mental Health Resources
The most effective mental health resources for any workforce are those that fully engage 
employees . Understanding what drives employees to utilize mental health resources—as well as 
what prevents them from accessing them—is foundational to select the right benefits. Here are 
a few things to consider:

https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/press-releases/new-study-reveals-lack-of-access-as-root-cause-for-mental-health-crisis-in-america/
https://www.wellandgood.com/good-advice/telemental-health-during-covid-19/
https://www.merritthawkins.com/uploadedFiles/MerrittHawkins/Content/News_and_Insights/Thought_Leadership/mhawhitepaperpsychiatry2018.pdf
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	Confidentiality and Culture
 As stated at the start of this guide, overcoming stigma—despite the increased social 

awareness of mental health brought about by the pandemic—is one of the biggest 
hurdles employers have to address when connecting employees with mental health care . 
Guaranteeing employee confidentiality while using mental health resources and ensuring 
employees feel comfortable participating in activities that may be more public in nature  
(e .g . yoga classes, company wellness initiatives) is crucial to obtaining true value from 
employer-sponsored mental health benefits.

 Virtual mental health solutions specifically address confidentiality and worries about stigma 
by allowing individuals to access care without leaving their homes . Drafting internal policies 
and training managers to handle mental health information appropriately will foster a culture 
of respect for mental health issues and ensure that any employee disclosures will be treated 
sensitively and with discretion .

 For more public-facing wellness initiatives, employers should consider benefit solutions 
that offer educational and employee communication components at no extra cost . 53% 
of employees cite cultural barriers that prevent them from fully engaging in company-
sponsored wellness activities including inconvenience and their employers’ lack of support 
for their participation . Hearing directly from company leadership that it is not only okay 
but strongly encouraged for them to engage in a wellness activity can make an enormous 
difference. Employers should look for wellness benefit providers that understand employee 
hesitancy when using these kinds of benefits and how to scale company-wide education 
and awareness programs to promote participation .

https://hbr.org/2016/10/why-people-do-and-dont-participate-in-wellness-programs
https://hbr.org/2016/10/why-people-do-and-dont-participate-in-wellness-programs
https://hbr.org/2016/10/why-people-do-and-dont-participate-in-wellness-programs
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Checklist for Evaluating  
Mental Health Benefits for Workforces

	Be familiar with current U .S . mental health statistics and the varying states of 
mental health that can impact employees .

	Learn about mental health stigma and ways to overcome it .

	Create a company culture that is educated, aware and accepting of mental 
health support while maintaining confidentiality and privacy.

	Evaluate mental health benefit options based on ease-of-access, cost, privacy 
and potential for employee utilization .

	Look for solutions that provide regular communication and education, so 
employees will be aware of and use mental health benefits.
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First Stop Health provides care that people love.SM Patients can access care 24/7 via app, 
website or phone . We help them save time and money with safe, convenient, high quality 
care . Our Telemedicine and Virtual Mental Health services are available as an employee 
benefit from employers.

For More Information:  (800) 596-8319  |  sales@fshealth.com  |  fshealth.com

About First Stop Health


