
INTERVENTION

Focus on employees’ mental health 
I t doesn’t take much to see the 

warning signs: frequent and spur-
of-the-moment phone calls to take 

a sick day, regularly missed deadlines 
or meetings, irritability or recurrent 
outbursts in the workplace.

These behaviors, and many others, 
are often the manifestation of an 
emotional wellness or behavioral health 
issue. Whether it is depression, stress, 
anxiety, addiction or a more serious 
issue, the mental well-being of your 
employees plays a significant role in the 
wellness in your workplace. 

But most of us may not recognize 
these signs and therefore, don’t 
intervene earlier. 

With September being National 
Recovery Month, we are reminded that 
workplace wellness starts with awareness 
about employee behavioral health.

Unattended mental and emotional 
wellness can be costly to today’s 
workplace. According to statistics 
reported on the King County Behavioral 
Health and Recovery Department Web 
site, mental health conditions are the 
second leading cause of workplace 
absenteeism — which the World Health 
Organization estimates costs U.S. 
workplaces $300 billion annually. 

So, whether we like it or not, the 
workplace is often a critical incubator 
for stress, anxiety and other behavioral 
health issues. Despite a progressive 
mindset around workplace wellness, 
employers today can do more to foster 
an environment that recognizes and acts 
upon emerging behavioral health issues. 

Despite the costs, unattended 
workplace behavioral health issues 
typically go unnoticed or are 
marginalized. One of the best sources 
to increase awareness of workplace 
behavioral health issues? Through your 
existing employees. 

Yes, employees are a valuable first 
line of defense. But staff may not 
feel comfortable confronting mental 
wellness and addiction issues or simply 
are not well-equipped to recognize and 
act upon the warning signs. Yet, these 
individuals are friends and co-workers. 

They are supervisors and managers. 
They attend retreats and enjoy lunches 
together. They are often the first and 
best emissaries in your organization 
to speak up and engage when issues 
emerge. As you develop formal wellness 
programming, it is critical to factor in 
employee engagement to ensure greater 
impact.

Employers must formalize their 
support for mental wellness in their 
workplace wellness initiatives. It is 
not enough to simply talk about these 
initiatives. There are many ways for 
management to formalize and reinforce 
their support, including:

 R Communicate a behavioral health 
platform in wellness programs 
that integrates with other health 
initiatives. Integration of behavioral 
health initiatives is key, as most 
physical health issues have a 
connection to behavioral issues.

 R Create processes that enable staff 
to communicate with management 
early about issues they observe — 
in a manner that is respectful and 
discreet.

 R Develop specific programs that make 
confidential access to mental health 
and addiction services possible.

 R Ensure that health plans and 
incentive programs offer equal 
support for mental health and 
addiction.

 R Communicate frequently and 
consistently about organizational 
support for mental wellness.

 R Create mental wellness trainings to 

support early detection of issues.

 R Create a mental wellness ambassador 
program to encourage staff to self-
identify and report issues they are 
experiencing.

The case studies of local employers 
bear this out. When they are explicit in 
addressing behavioral health issues in 
health plans, internal policies and in 
wellness programs these employers are 
likely to have powerful results. 

A regional utility company, for 
example, sought to improve employee 
productivity, reduce sick days and cut 
absenteeism by implementing culture 
change initiatives, key supportive 
services and revamped processes 
designed to address behavioral health 
issues among employees — which 
improved productivity and reduced 
workplace stress. 

Another instance? A major county 
government in the Northwest sought 
to reduce absenteeism among staff 
(related to increased stress levels 
for those caring for aging and sick 
relatives and, later, special needs 
children). By evaluating employee 
challenges and disparities in existing 
employee assistance programs, the 
employer identified supportive services 
and methods to deliver them that 
would concentrate on key employee 
obstacles. The employer also developed 
educational information that would 
guide and support employees. In the 
end, absenteeism was reduced and staff 
morale increased.

Workplace behavioral health 
statistics don’t lie. According data on 
the King County web site, behavioral 
health issues are the second leading 
cause of workplace absenteeism. Yet 
three out of four employees who seek 
care for workplace behavioral health 
issues see notable improvement in 
work performance after treatment. 
With improved employee engagement 
and a dedicated presence of behavioral 
health in workplace wellness programs, 
employers here should begin to reap 
significant benefits.  

Patrick Evans is CEO of Sound 
Mental Health.
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