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The state of workforce mental health
Mental health is a topic that has become deeply entrenched in our personal and working 
vocabularies. Mental health resources have reached a turning point, where availability and 
access are table stakes for a healthy workforce. Organizations invest in their workforce by 
providing mental health resources, addressing not only employee burnout, anxiety, and 
depression, but also substance use disorders and suicide prevention, among other challenges.

Twenty percent of people in the US (or 50 million) are living with a mental health condition. 
More than half of them receive no treatment; even among those who do receive treatment, 
it is common for patients to experience delays in getting prescriptions and delays or 
cancellations in appointments.1,2

Reasons for mental health challenges abound — the aftermath of dealing with COVID-19-
related illness and death, frequent and random gun violence in public transportation and 
schools, and the threat of inflation. 

According to the World Health Organization, mental health 
problems are the leading cause of disability worldwide 
and depression is the fastest growing cause of disability 
claims among working adults; as a percent of total disability 
claims, mental health-related claims have doubled in the 
past decade from 7% to 14%.3,4

These rates can have an impact on an organization's bottom line: employees with unresolved 
depression experience a 35% reduction in productivity. This contributes to a $210.5 billion 
annual loss to the US economy in absenteeism, reduced productivity, and medical costs.5

Introduction

… more than half of them 
recieve no treatment55%

The prevalence of mental health challenges
1 in 5 adults each year is affected by a mental health condition
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The percentage of adults with a  
mental illness who report unmet  
need for treatment has increased  
every year since 2011.6 
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How workers feel about their personal physical health factors into their overall well-being. 
Self-reported physical health has remained fairly steady since 2016, as most workers 
struggle to make time for it. Forty-four percent of workers say they would rate their 
physical health —  eating healthy, exercising enough, or maintaining proper weight — 
as excellent or very good. That has increased slightly from 41% in 2021, likely because 
physical activity both indoors and out is more commonplace following the first year of  
the pandemic.

Workers’ overall well-being remains fairly  
consistent in the last year, with modest upticks

Similarly, financial wellness has a significant effect on overall well-being and is likely to 
influence both physical and mental health. Along with COVID-19, it is cited as a top source 
of stress for a majority of workers.

Forty-four percent of workers say they would rate their financial health — including their 
ability to pay bills, debt level, and saving and investing in their futures — as excellent or 
very good. This ranking is up slightly from 37% in 2021.

Workplace Well-being IndexTM score through the years

Self-reported overall 
well-being has 
improved slightly from 
its low point and has 
rebounded to levels 
last seen in 2019
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Guardian’s data shows that financial health has the greatest impact on overall well-being, 
and money and finances are one of the biggest sources of stress. 

In a related report, The Guardian Study of Financial and Emotional ConfidenceTM, 
Guardian learned that more than 1 in 5 workers feel overwhelmed day-to-day and feel 
that their work-life balance is a major source of stress. This data represented a more 
affluent segment of US households, and yet stress and worry are mainly driven by financial 
concerns. So, it’s no surprise that the stress surfacing in workers’ daily lives impacts 
overall mental and emotional health. 

Wellness translates across an individual’s pillars of well-being. A high sense of well-being 
in one area of one’s life will often be applied to another. For instance, 45% of workers who 
self-report a very good state of emotional health also rank themselves as having very 
good financial health (75%). 

Financial health is inextricably linked to mental wellness, so by improving one, employers 
can improve the other.  Financial stress in a workforce will erode its mental health. 
Organizations are taking notice —  3 in 4  employers believe that improving the financial 
security of workers and their families is extremely important, up from 2 in 4 in 2016.

Financial health and emotional  
health are inextricably linked Employers placing 

emphasis on financial 
security in the 
workforce gaining in 
importance by 50%

2016

50%

2022

74%

+24%

www.guardianlife.com/reports/financial-emotional-confidence
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A small rise in self-reported emotional 
health could be a positive sign

Over the last five years, twice as many organizations have expanded access to mental health resources, from 
32% of organizations in 2016 to 64% in 2022. These efforts are not in vain. Employers who invest in mental health 
services do discover quantifiable results — organizations can gain up to half a day of productivity per week per 
worker who is utilizing the benefits, and up to a 50% reduction in turnover.7  

While self-reported mental wellness experienced a sharp decline from 2020 to 2021, a modest uptick by two 
percentage points of those who claim their mental wellness is “excellent” or “very good” may point to the positive 
results of employer efforts made in the last year.

These expanded resources come at a cost, with the total amount of money spent on corporate well-being 
programs by organizations ranging in size from 5,000 to 19,000 employees reaching an average of $6M in 2021,  
up from the average budget of $4.9M reported in 2020.

Average spending per employee on well-being benefits increased to $238 in 2021, up from $230 in 2020. This is 
clearly an investment in an organization’s future success, with 65% of employers expecting significant growth  
in revenue over the next three years (as opposed to only 50% experiencing significant growth in the previous 
three years). 

Workforce mental wellness through the years

Percentage of 
workers who 
report their 
mental wellness 
as excellent or 
very good

42%
2016

49%

45%

2017 2018 2019 2020 20222021

43%

44%

45%

46%

47%

48%

49%
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Forty-one percent of full-time workers have experienced anxiety in the past two years. 
The top two aspects of workers, lives that cause them the most stress has remained 
unchanged since 2021: the COVID-19 pandemic (50%) and money and finances (44%). 
Among workers who are concerned about their mental health, 75% cite burnout as their 
biggest mental health challenge, up from 55% only six months prior.

Top two sources of stress for workers 

Despite the prevalence of anxiety, the majority of workers rate themselves an average 
“good” (3 on a scale of 1-5) at taking care of their mental health (32%) and at maintaining 
their work-life balance (33%).

Anxiety and burnout are as prevalent as 
ever, particularly amongst women and the 
youngest generation of workers

Covid-19 pandemic

50%

Finances

44%

Biggest mental health 
challenge for workers

75%

Burnout
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32%
2021

55%

33%

48%

37%

2022

36%

40%

44%

48%

52%

56%

The gap in emotional health by gender grows wider 
than ever 
 Percentage of men vs. women who reported good emotional health

Men Women

Women and men have different perceptions about their emotional health

Fifty-five percent of men report their emotional health is excellent or very good, 
compared to 33% of women. This gap continues to widen from years prior.  In 2021, 
48% of men and 37% of women reported good emotional health.

Generational differences in self-reported mental health exist as well. As in 2021, Baby 
boomers rank themselves as the highest in emotional health at 56% and Generation Z the 
lowest at 35%.

The industry with the highest ranked emotional health is computers and IT (62%) by a 
wide margin. Not surprisingly, the lowest ranking is health care and education, likely due 
to the dangers of working in hospitals with major influxes of COVID-19 patients and the 
uncertainly of in-person school schedules and remote learning, respectively. 

Emotional health by industry
Percentage of employees who rank their 
emotional health as “excellent” or  
“very good”

Health care

33%

Education

41%

Computers/IT

62%

Hispanic workers self-report the highest 
and best emotional health (50% saying 
their emotional health is excellent or very 
good), while, at the other end of the scale, 
Black workers report the lowest (31% 
saying their emotional health is only fair or 
poor). Forty percent of LGBTQ+ workers 
self-report that their emotional health is 
only fair or poor.
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Since the beginning of the pandemic, as a result of increased stress and anxiety, 6 in 10 
employers have made mental health a higher priority. Larger organizations that are highly 
digital with a fully remote workforce tend to make mental wellness a higher priority.

Employers agree that workforce  
mental health is a high priority

Types of organizations who say that mental health for 
employees is a high priority
Percentage of employers 

High overall culture of  
well-being

Highly digital

70%

77%

Very large corporations   
(1000+ employees) 

Fully remote

Younger organizations and start-ups 
(in business less than 10 years)

65%

67%

68%



Room for improvement: Over half of 
workers believe their organization offers 
adequate mental health support,  but of 
those who reported a mental health issue 
in the last two years, only 41% agree.

10
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Guardian created a Workforce Mental Wellness Scorecard to assess employer efforts 
around improving the mental and emotional health of their workforce.  The scorecard 
contains ten questions, eight of which are about the specific resources, initiatives, and 
communications used to support workforce mental health.  Findings from the inaugural 
Scorecard reveal a lack of awareness that access to effective care and treatment is a 
growing challenge for many individuals.  Most employers are not offering adequate resources, 
communicating about them effectively, or measuring success based on outcomes. The 
average score across all employers surveyed was 43.8 on a 100-point scale.

Employers tend to overestimate the effectivness of their own communication efforts. 
More than 6 in 10 organizations believe their communication efforts are very effective in 
keeping employees informed about the mental and behavioral health resources available 
to them at work, while only 34% of employees believe their organization does a good job 
of educating them about mental health resources available to them through work. 

The scorecard also measured the efficacy and success of the mental health resources 
that organizations offer. Employers have room to grow in the mental wellness sphere, but 
they are making efforts to invest in and expand programs and resources, and taking steps 
to ensure that they are utilized.

Average employer score 
on Workforce Mental 
Wellness Scorecard

Employers need more education about workforce mental 
health and more effective strategies to address it

Top ways employers measure success of their mental health benefits

Improved employee outcomes

Utilization of the program

44%

29%

Reduced absenteeism

Lower mental health-related medical claims

Employee retention

40%

28%

31%

Almost half of individuals (45%) with 
mental health issues initially receive an 
incorrect diagnosis

7 in 10 patients with mental health 
issues do not fully recover from their 
initial treatment

Only 24% of employers accurately estimated the prevalence 
of incorrect diagnoses.  Most thought the correct answer was 
between 5% and 25%. 

Only 10% of employers accurately estimated the likelihood 
of recovery after initial treatment.  A majority believed the 
correct answer was below 30%.

45% 70%

44 out of 100

https://www.guardianlife.com/mental-health-scorecard
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Prior to 2020, many employers were slowly catching on to the worsening mental wellness trend. But with the 
advent of COVID-19, they were forced to focus on other priorities — retaining customers, following health and 
safety guidelines from the CDC, and activating or introducing paid leave programs. So now, even in 2022, many 
employers are still underestimating their workforce’s mental health issues, or they simply haven’t had the time or 
the resources to address them yet. 

Sixty-eight percent of employers rate the overall mental health of their workforce as very good. But only 45% of 
employees would agree.

The importance of an organization’s efforts in the mental resources space cannot be underestimated. Of workers 
who have quit their job in the last two years without another job lined up, 1 in 10 have done so because they 
believe their employer doesn’t care about their well-being.

The Great Resignation, a signifier of the pandemic era that has continued into 2022, occurred when the economy 
began emerging from its pandemic hibernation and demand for workers grew among businesses. Almost 20% of 
workers said they’d take on a new job for the exact same pay — suggesting there are well-being factors at play, 
such as better benefits and a positive culture, that workers are in search of.8

That’s not the only disconnect. There is also a gap between employers who say they are addressing their 
workforce’s mental health and those who are actually investing in resources. Seventy-three percent of employers 
believe they do an excellent job of addressing workforce mental health. However, only 46% of employees say their 
organization offers adequate emotional health support. There is an apparent lack of understanding of what is 
truly needed, followed by what resources are actually being provided.

Organizations often underestimate the extent  
of workforce stress, anxiety, and depression

68% 45%
of employers 
believe their workers' mental 
wellness is excellent/very good

of employers 
believe they do an excellent  
job addressing workforce 
mental health

of workers 
say their mental wellness  
is excellent/very good

of workers  
agree73% 46%



The number of organizations that  
agree expanding mental health 
resources is extremely important has 
doubled since 2016.
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Because employers agree that having a mentally healthy 
workforce is a priority, many are putting resources into expanding 
mental health offerings. In 2016, only one-third of employers 
surveyed agreed that expanding the use of mental and emotional 
health resources, including EAPs, was extremely important. In 
2021, the emphasis on these resources increased dramatically, 
with 56% of employers agreeing that it is extremely important. 
Now, in 2022, 64% of organizations across most industries agree 
that expanding mental and emotional health resources for their 
workforce is extremely important. While improvements in mental 
health offerings are happening more than ever before, there’s still 
room for improvement.

These expanded resources come at a cost, with the total 
amount of money spent on corporate well-being programs by 
organizations ranging in size from 5,000 to 19,000 employees 
reaching an average of $6M in 2021, up from the average budget 
of $4.9M reported in 2020.9  

Average spending per employee on well-being benefits 
increased to $238 in 2021, up from $230 in 2020.10 This is clearly 
an investment in an organization’s future success, with 33% of 
employers expecting significant growth in revenue over the next 
three years (as opposed to only 22% experiencing significant 
growth in the previous three years). 

Recognize versus respond

Not only are more accessible and more varied resources available to employees, organizations are focusing 
on making their workforce literate in identification and support tactics. Seventy-six percent of organizations 
provide training or education on mental health topics, though the more prestigious the job title, the less likely an 
employee is to be trained in this area. This preparation seems to have resulted in an unrealistic optimism: 63% 
of organizations feel that their managers and supervisors are well-prepared to respond to the mental health 
needs of their workforce. In fact, while employers can usually recognize an issue, the comfort levels of actually 
responding to workers’ mental health needs would be a much lower percentage.11

Employees who are trained to have supportive mental health conversations

From concern to crisis: More employers are 
expanding mental health resources

Managers/supervisors Senior leadership

56% 31%

Employees

55%

Percentage of 
organizations 
who believe 
expanding 
mental health  
resources is very 
important

32%
2016

32%

56%

2017 2018 2019 2020 20222021

38%

44%

50%

56%

62%

68%

Mental health resource expansion through the years

64%



15

In addition to training, resources have expanded well beyond the traditionally under-utilized 
EAP. Employers offer the following policies and resources to help address workforce 
stress and anxiety. Some items, like flexible work hours, were more a matter of a shift in 
corporate mindset rather than a requirement of monetary resources. Fifty-nine percent 
of employers report that these resources are indeed utilized by their workforce.

Mental health resources offered by employers
Percentage of organizations who offer the following resources

Telecommuting/
remote work

22%

Employee Assistance 
Program (EAP)

23%

Access to webinars and other informational 
content about emotional health

27%

Employee support 
groups

29%

Onsite behavioral 
health counselors

31%

Behavioral/mental 
health program

26%

Paid sick leave and 
personal leave

39%

Flexible work schedules

43%

Flexible return-to-the-workplace 
policies during COVID-19

22%

Mental health resources through a 
medical insurance plan

36%



For every dollar invested in anxiety  
and depression treatment, there is  
a 4x return on investment.12  

16
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The focal point on investment in the workforce mental health 
space has elevated to greater levels of importance and awareness 
because mental health affects employee engagement and 
productivity, thereby affecting organizations financially from a 
talent, staffing, and insurance perspective. A mentally healthy 
workforce saves an organization money and time — money that 
is otherwise spent on disability claims and time spent to onboard 
new employees due to turnaround or absenteeism. 

Fourteen percent of 2020 disability claims 
are mental health-related, twice as high as  
in 2010. There is a 23% increase in the 
average cost of mental/nervous STD  
claims since 2015.13 

Workers who felt supported with their mental health overall in the 
last year were 26% less likely to report at least one symptom of a 
mental health condition.14 

Companies that are focused more on mental health tend to have 
not only improvement in employee mental wellness, but also 
greater retention and productivity. Employers have made great 
strides in workforce mental health since 2016, and especially in 
the past year alone, as emotional awareness is now table stakes 
for a contented and productive workforce.

Organizations that focus on mental health are rewarded with  
greater loyalty and fewer mental health-related disability claims

Of those who say their organization 
offers adequate mental health support:

Of those who say their organization does 
not offer adequate mental health support:

Empathy

believe their company cares about them 
and their well-being

believe their company cares about them 
and their well-being

76% 17%

Percentage of workers who say their 
organization offers mental health 
support that want to stay at their 
current jobs for 10+ years

Percentage of workers who say their 
organization does not offer mental 
health support that want to stay at their 
current jobs for 10+ years

Retention

52% 37%

Percentage of workers who work 
at organizations with high levels of 
mental health support who are happy 
at their jobs

Percentage of workers who work 
at organizations with low or even 
moderate levels of mental health 
support who are happy at their jobs

Job 
satisfaction

75% 17%

Why it’s worth it: the impact of mental health support on workforce loyalty and satisfaction
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Three takeaways to assess your mental health benefits  
and resources

Mental health is one of the defining challenges of our time. And 90%  of employers are 
making it a priority over the next three years. Here are three takeaways to help ensure 
that your employees get the most out of the value you provide.

Identify and address the root cause
Employers can and do offer benefits to rectify the symptoms of mental health 
struggles, but addressing the root cause puts an organization at an advantage. 
As employees struggle with work-life balance, anxiety, and burnout, those 
organizations that offer flexible hours, remote work, and a solid paid leave 
program negate the cause of the mental health struggles in the first place, 
hopefully removing workforce stress at the root.

In addition to flexibility, focus on finances. Providing benefits that help with 
financial security — financial planning tools, financial literacy education, and 
access to a financial professional — also addresses the root cause of stress  
and anxiety related to money and finances, the number two source of stress  
for all workers.

Recognize and respond to workforce mental health issues 
Remember that stressed work isn’t the best work. Know the signs and symptoms 
of burnout and mental anxiety. When senior leadership and management are 
able to recognize anxiety on their own teams, they can re-prioritize projects, 
as well as begin a discussion with the worker in question. Senior leadership and 
managers don’t have to know what to say; having a list of available, employee-
provided mental health resources as well as being equipped to recommend 
support programs outside the workplace will go a long way in in helping your 
workforce to believe their organization is empathetic and prepared.

Create a stigma-free culture 
Mental health benefits are clinically proven to drive faster recovery times, 
reduce absenteeism, and improve overall well-being. So it’s in an employer’s 
best interest to ensure their culture is stigma-free with regards to mental 
health awareness, discussions, and usage of resources.

• Openly talk about well-being as a priority for your organization

• Ensure managers model stress-reducing behaviors

• Incorporate well-being dialogue into the day-to-day workplace. 

• Lean on leadership to make well-being a legitimate priority by  
organically and consistently addressing it in announcements, emails,  
and Town Hall meetings. 

• Include behavioral health resources in HR and workplace policies,  
employee benefits offerings, and employee communications.

Conclusion

1

2

3
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Appendix
Methodology and sample characteristics 

The Guardian 11th Annual Workplace Benefits Study was fielded in February and March of 2022 and consisted of two online surveys: one 
among benefits decision-makers (employers) and another among working Americans (employees), allowing us to explore benefits issues 
from both perspectives. Survey data collection and tabulation were managed for Guardian by Zeldis Research, an independent market 
research firm located in Ewing, NJ. 

Employer survey 

Employer results are based on a national online survey of 2,000 employee benefits decision-makers. Respondents include business 
executives, business owners, human resources professionals, and financial management professionals. The survey covers all industries 
and is nationally representative of US businesses with at least five full-time employees. For the purposes of this report, small businesses 
were defined as having fewer than 100 employees. 

Data shown in this report have been weighted to reflect the actual proportion of US businesses by company size, based on data from the 
US Census Bureau. The margin of error at the 95% confidence level is +/- 2.2%. 

Employee survey 

Employee results are based on a survey conducted among 2,000 employees age 22 or older, who work full time or part time for a company 
with at least five employees. The survey sample is nationally representative of US workers at companies of at least five employees. 

Data shown in this report have been collected in a way to reflect the actual proportion of US workers by gender, region, race, ethnicity, 
education level, household income, age, and employer-size, based on data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau. 
The margin of error is +/- 2.1% at the 95% confidence level. 

Guardian’s Workforce Well-Being Index™ (WWBI) measures consumer attitudes in three core areas: financial wellness, physical wellness, 
and emotional wellness, and ranks them on a 10-point scale. 

Unless otherwise noted, all information contained in this report is from the 11th Annual Guardian Workplace Benefits Study, 2022, and all 
information specifically noted as 2021 data is from 10th Annual Guardian Workplace Benefits Study, 2021, and all information specifically 
noted as 2016 data is from 4th Annual Guardian Workplace Benefits Study, 2016.
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