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Guardian’s latest research finds that the COVID-19 pandemic hindered many 
organizations from making further improvements to their absence management 
programs. Employers are dealing with a plethora of challenges, including labor  
shortages, an ever-changing legal/regulatory environment, shifts in workforce  
needs/preferences, and the business implications of a more hybrid work model.

The Build Back Better Act proposed by the White House in 2021 was perhaps the most 
promising path toward a national paid family and medical leave law to date; however, 
the lack of closure resulted in more states passing their own paid leave laws. Meanwhile, 
employers are taking a wait-and-see approach to how they will achieve equity across their 
paid leave policies.  

Even so, organizations continue to centralize their efforts to manage absenteeism by 
administering short-term disability (STD) and the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) 
through a single process. They are integrating state, municipal, and other company leaves 
into their programs, as well as other benefits, particularly long-term disability (LTD), 
workers’ compensation (WC), and paid time off. More employers are also incorporating 
administration of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and wellness and mental 
health programs. Another emerging trend is the integration of supplemental health 
benefits such as accident, critical illness, and hospital indemnity insurance plans with 
disability and other leave administration.  

Return-to-work (RTW) and stay-at-work (SAW) programs suffered the most during the 
pandemic, as lost time and absence rates trended higher than normal, but employers 
that implemented absence management best practices continue to outpace others  
in achieving positive outcomes.

Introduction

Additional trends identified in 2021 indicate that  best practice adoption remains strong 
and that the number of employers outsourcing their STD and FMLA administration has 
increased. Employers are making permanent changes to their leave policies, leveraging 
technology to play a greater role in a more remote workforce, furthering their integration 
efforts, and recognizing the importance of employee mental health. 

We hope you find the insights from our latest research helpful in navigating the absence 
management landscape and establishing a path forward for your organization.

2012

Guardian 
identified five 
best practices 
for achieving 
positive absence 
management 
outcomes

2014

We outlined  
a proven path 
and a series of 
prescriptive steps 
for employers  
to get started

2018

We highlighted  
the value of   
taking a holistic 
approach to 
employee health 
and productivity

2020

Our report 
indicated 
that absence 
management 
programs became 
even stronger 
than in prior years, 
despite being in 
the middle of a 
pandemic

2021

Our findings 
suggest 
companies 
continue to forge 
ahead, even with 
the uncertainty 
that continues  
to surround us

2016

Our study 
emphasized  
the importance 
of a continuous 
improvement 
approach to 
managing leave
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The pandemic hindered employer progress on 
managing workforce health and productivity

Guardian’s Absence Management Activity Index has shown 
improvement in the adoption of leave management best  
practices since its inception in 2012. In 2021, overall results 
remained stable, largely due to many organizations facing 
significant challenges caused by the pandemic. See the  
Appendix for detail on the Index scoring system.

Large organizations, particularly those with 5,000 or more 
employees, scored higher on the Index than in past years (6.1), 
while performance among small and medium-sized companies 
was relatively flat (5.5 and 6.0, respectively). 

Over the past decade, Index score differences by market segment 
have narrowed. Smaller firms increased best practice adoption 
thanks to greater access to tools and technology that enable 
them to more effectively manage employee leave.  

Employers in the financial services sector pivoted to  remote 
work more easily during the pandemic and have higher than 
average Index scores (6.0). The education sector, which tends 

Year Number of employees

Guardian Absence Management Activity Index Score

+51%

Over time By business size

0 0
2012 50 – 249 250 – 999 1,000+2014 2016 2018 2020 2021

2 2

4 4

6 6

8 8

10 10

2021
2012

to be less advanced in its absence management practices (5.3), 
struggled with managing a remote or hybrid work model and faced 
significant absence management challenges the past two years.  

In general, employers with fewer remote workers fared better 
(5.6 – 5.7) compared to those with at least half of their employees 
working remotely full-time (4.8). Notably, organizations making 
more permanent policy changes as a result of the pandemic 
excelled (7.8), while those that made no permanent changes  
were among the most challenged (4.0).

Best practice adoption rates were steady in 2021 and maintained 
double-digit increases since 2012. The use of a centralized 
model for STD and FMLA, reporting capability, and effort to 
actively seek ways to return employees to work were unchanged.  
Implementation of new wellness and disease management 
programs slightly decreased, likely due to competing priorities 
in managing a more remote workforce or adapting to safety 
measures and a modified workspace.

3.7 3.7
4.4

5.0
5.6 5.6

3.6

5.4

4.2

6.0 6.1

5.0

+50% +43% +22%
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Percentage of employers that have 
adopted the following practices in 2021

*55% for STD or FMLA; 22% for STD, FMLA, and LOA

Guardian's five best practices for managing leave

Supporting activities for managing leave

Centralized intake

Offer wellness program

% change 
from 2012

% change 
from 2012

55%*

69%

+139%

+139%

54%

81%

+93%

+93%

79%

78%

+80%

+80%

70%

70%

+54%

+54%

76% +23%

Same resource STD & FMLA

Offer wellness incentives

Health management referrals

Integrated disability/FMLA reporting

Reporting capability

Disease management program

Full return-to-work program
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Absence management outsourcing 
gained further momentum in 2021

Despite the challenges presented by the pandemic, or perhaps 
because of them, employers are outsourcing their STD and FMLA 
administration at an even higher rate than in prior years, with 
further gains measured in 2021. Outsourcing increased from 47% 
to 52% of all employers (with at least 50 employees nationwide) 
and has more than doubled since 2012. Six in 10 highly advanced 
employers outsource their STD and FMLA administration. 

In the past nine years, outsourcing has increased among 
employers of all sizes but in 2021, the most significant growth 
occurred amongst smaller firms (50-249 employees). These 
businesses were motivated to outsource largely due to the 
growing complexity of pandemic-related leave regulations  
and the expanding state paid leave laws.

Among employers that began outsourcing STD/FMLA 
administration as a result of COVID-19, most were smaller  
firms (under 500 employees) and were likely feeling the  
pressure and added complexity of making leave decisions  
brought on by the pandemic.

Employer outsourcing  
of leave administration  
has more than doubled  
in the past decade
Percentage of employers that outsource  
STD and FMLA administration

20% 52%

2012 2021
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Employers’ progress on return-to-work 
and stay-at-work efforts suffered during the 
pandemic; lost time and absence rates worsened

Applying return-to-work best practices has been more difficult 
during the pandemic, especially for employers whose operations 
were closed, had  furloughs/layoffs, or where disability claim 
volumes were higher than normal. Consequently, fewer 
employers reported applying best practices such as use of 
disability duration guidelines, especially for mid-size employers.  
Also, use of nurse case management  decreased since 2020, 
particularly for employers with fewer than 250 workers.  

Nonetheless, adoption of RTW best practices is still up 
significantly since 2012, particularly for use of nurse case 
managers, written policies, and use of an interactive process  
for assessing RTW readiness. 

Return-to-work activity
% change 

from 2020

A written RTW policy

62% +1%

57% -2%

The interactive process

57% -1%

Guidelines for the duration of 
disability based on diagnosis

56% +1%

Offering accommodations 
to facilitate RTW

71% +4%

Transitional RTW plans

54% -5%

Nurse case management
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Positive outcomes achieved

Improved employee experience
% change 
from 2012

70% +19%

68% +31%

67% n/a

65% +59%

61% +22%

58%

57%

+16%

+50%

Enhanced productivity

Improved regulatory compliance

Increased RTW rates

Reduced lost time

Decreased overall absenteeism

Reduced direct costs

Stay-at-work (SAW) efforts have been harder hit, with all components measured showing 
a decline in adoption since 2020. Increased remote work caused by the pandemic likely 
impacted employer SAW activity in 2021. Use of assessment tools, worksite modification, 
and ergonomic evaluations decreased the most, with job modification the most common 
SAW activity across industries. 

Self-reported outcomes continue to be positively correlated with best practice adoption. 
So, given the recent declines in return-to-work and stay-at-work components, it is not 
surprising that outcomes related to lost time, return-to-work, and direct costs have 
suffered since 2020. However, all outcomes measured continue to show self-reported 
improvement in the past decade.

Stay-at-work activity

Job modification
% change 

from 2020

75% -3%

72% -1%

71% -6%

66% -4%

65% -6%

58% -8%

Adaptive equipment

Worksite modification

Vocational rehabilitation intervention

Ergonomic evaluations

Other assessments or tools
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4 in 5 employers say the 
pandemic has made 
absence management 
strategy and compliance 
a higher priority for their 
senior management



Many organizations made permanent 
changes to their employee leave 
policies in response to the pandemic

More than two years into the pandemic, navigating employee 
leave regulations and policies remains a challenge for many 
organizations. What were thought to be temporary changes  
seem to now be permanent. 

4 in 5 employers now have formal 
infectious disease response plans in place

Many organizations now have formal infectious disease response 
plans in place, with smaller firms and those in the education 
and retail sectors doing so as a result of the pandemic. Larger 
employers, and especially health care companies, are more likely 
than others to have had an infectious disease response plan in 
place prior to COVID-19. Of the 22% that do not have a formal 
plan in place, most (18%) are either putting one in place now or 
considering it.

As a result of the prolonged pandemic, 9 in 10 employers made 
permanent changes to their disability and/or leave policies, 
with more employers making permanent changes instead of 
temporary changes since 2020. 

Twice as many employers made permanent 
changes to their disability/leave policies in 
2021 vs. 2020

Large employers (1,000+ employees) are more likely than small 
firms to have made permanent changes to their leave policies 
as a result of the pandemic. In addition, organizations with more 
advanced absence management models and higher Index scores 
are also more likely to have made permanent policy changes.

A positive correlation also exists between the number of 
permanent policy changes made and the number of highly 
regulated states in which an organization has workers. 
 

Percentage of employers that  
made permanent policy changes

76% 95%

of employers 
with no highly 

regulated states

of employers 
with 3+ highly 

regulated states

88% of employers are likely  
or very likely to move to  
broad paid leave policies  
as state-level laws expand

Employers that made permanent 
changes tend to be more advanced in 
their absence management practices
 
Employers that made considerable changes

Employers that made no changes

6%  
are highly advanced

4.0  
Index Score

41%  
are highly advanced

6.3  
Index Score
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The pandemic prompted more employers to 
enhance their disability and leave policies — 
benefit levels, definitions, and durations  

Much was still unknown about COVID-19 in 2020 when a majority 
of employers made temporary changes to their disability and 
leave policies. As the pandemic surged into its second year, many 
employers made their temporary policy changes permanent.  

In 2021, more than 4 in 10 employers instituted higher benefit 
levels and expanded eligibility definitions within their disability/
leave policies — a significant increase from 2020 (41% and  
50%, respectively). About another one-third of employers 
increased benefit durations and waived elimination periods  
on existing policies.  

Retail companies were more likely than other 
employers to change unpaid leave policies 
to paid (32%), likely to help attract and retain 
workers during what has continued to be a 
particularly challenging labor market for the 
retail sector.

Employers with a majority of full-time remote 
workers are more likely than average (51% 
vs. 31%) to have created new and separate 
COVID-19 policies to help clarify benefits for 
employees who could more easily work from 
their computers at home.

Organizations with employees in at least four 
highly regulated states are among the most 
likely to have increased benefit levels and 
expanded eligibility definitions within their 
current disability/leave policies.

Employers that outsource their STD and 
FMLA administration are much more likely 
than others to have implemented permanent 
changes to their leave policies. 

Permanent changes to  
disability/leave policies

Increase benefit levels   
within current policies

Increase benefit durations   
within current policies

Waive waiting or elimination  
periods within current policies

Create new and separate  
COVID-19 policies

Expand definitions within current policies

Change existing unpaid policies to be paid

% change 
from 2020

44% +41%

36% +12%

32% +16%

31% -4%

43% +50%

22% -24%

More than half of working 
Americans cannot afford 
to take FMLA leave and 
not receive a paycheck1
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By 2025, 80% of 
employers expect to 
implement broader 
paid leave policies in 
response to expanding 
state leave laws



The expansion of 
state leave laws and 
an increase in remote 
work are adding further 
complexity to absence 
management

Tracking and managing employee absence is a growing priority 
but remains a challenge for many organizations, particularly for 
smaller firms still managing disability, FMLA, and state leave 
in-house. Keeping up with evolving state and local laws, as well 
as pandemic-related regulations, and coordinating the growing 
number of statutory and company leave policies are among 
employers’ top compliance challenges.    

The lack of a national paid leave approach has resulted in even 
more states passing their own paid family and medical leave 
(PFML) laws. This compliance burden poses even more difficulty 
and potential liability for employers with workers in multiple 
PFML states, especially in calculating and administering payroll 
deductions and paid leave benefits.

Employers with workers in 6 or more highly 
regulated states are the most challenged 
with managing leave in-house

Highly regulated states include those with statutory disability 
plans and those with PFML laws (i.e., California, Connecticut, 
Colorado, District of Columbia, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, 
Rhode Island, and Washington). 

Employers with a mostly remote workforce 
find it challenging to keep up with evolving 
state leave laws

Compliance with state PFML laws is also becoming more difficult 
for organizations with a growing share of their population working 
remotely. Among employers with a majority of remote workers, 
8 in 10 indicate that it is a challenge to keep up with evolving 
state leave laws, coordinate different absence types, and make 
decisions to approve or deny leave requests.   

Four in 10 employers report that tracking where work is 
performed is a top challenge with remote workers, especially 
if they are in four or more highly regulated states (46%) or if a 
majority of their workforce is remote (49%). To combat this, 
more organizations are developing formal remote policies (61%), 
requiring formal remote agreements (49%), and classifying 
employee status differently (32%). 

To further ease the administrative burden and provide the 
same benefits to all workers, more employers are exceeding 
state-mandated benefit levels on their STD plans (27% vs. 21% 
pre-pandemic). Larger companies with more advanced absence 
management models are more likely to offer this type of enriched 
STD benefit to maintain consistency across all work locations.  

Top compliance challenges when 
managing employee absence
Percentage of employers rating each as a challenge

Keeping up with state/local leave laws
% change 
from 2016

79% +16%

78% +11%

73% +19%

73% +18%

73% +11%

72% +17%

Adaptive equipment

Worksite modification

Vocational rehabilitation intervention

Ergonomic evaluations

Other assessments or tools 1 in 4 employers are establishing 
consistent leave policies across  
all work locations
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Interest in private plan options 
for state PFML plans is on the rise

Employers are increasingly opting out of state mandated PFML 
plans in favor of private plan options (in states that permit private 
plan offerings). Smaller employers and those that still manage 
FMLA in-house are the exception. While most private plans are 
managed internally, 88% of those that outsource their private 
plan use their FMLA administrator to do so.

Nearly 3 in 4 employers indicate they are subject to municipal 
leave regulations. About half of them continue to manage 
municipal leaves internally, especially when they administer  
FMLA leaves in-house or when they have workers in few highly 
regulated states. 

The prevalence of company paid parental/family care leave 
policies is similar to 2020, with about half of employers offering 
them. Company PFML policies are most common among large 
organizations (with at least 1,000 employees) and those with  
more advanced absence management programs (i.e., higher  
than average Index scores). 

Among organizations that offer paid parental or family care leave, 
about 6 in 10 vary the eligibility requirements based on certain 
employment conditions, particularly hours worked. 

State PFML approach
Average across states

Use state plan
% change 
from 2018

39% -19%

57% +17%

Offer a private plan

64% 53%

57% 49%

of large 
employers

of all 
employers

of large 
employers

of all 
employers

Percentage offering paid 
parental leave in 2021

Percentage offering paid 
family care leave in 2021
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Growth in state paid family & medical leave laws
Employers are looking for a partner to help navigate new regulations

States with PFML programs in place

Washington 
Benefits began 1/1/20

Washington, D.C. 
Benefits began 7/1/20

Massachusetts 
Benefits began 1/1/21

Connecticut 
Benefits began 1/1/22

California

New Jersey

New York

Rhode Island

States with upcoming PFML programs

New Hampshire 
Benefits begin 1/1/23

Oregon 
Benefits begin 9/3/23

Colorado 
Benefits begin 1/1/24

Maryland 
Benefits begin 1/1/25

Delaware 
Benefits begin 1/1/26

States trying to implement  
PFML programs

States no expressed  
interest in PFML programs

Alabama

Alaska

Louisiana

South Carolina

States state-mandated 
disability only (no PFL)

Hawaii
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More employers  
are integrating ADA 
with STD and FMLA 
administration; 3 in 4 
say the pandemic was 
the impetus, especially 
among small businesses



Thirty years after the Americans with Disabilities 
Act became law, employers still struggle to fully 
understand and apply its provisions

The ADA was signed into law on July 26, 1990 and it represents the 
culmination of a decades-long disability rights movement. The 
law and its Amendments Act of 2008 provide equal employment 
rights and job protections for people with disabilities.

Leave accommodations under the ADA  
are a challenge for many employers

Despite the ADA having been in place for nearly 30 years, 
awareness of the law’s details and compliance with its provisions 
are lacking.  In fact, seven in ten employers indicate that applying 
ADA and ensuring fitness for duty before returning employees 
to work is a top challenge for their organization. The ongoing 
pandemic, the increase in remote work, and the steps businesses 
have taken to remain open and operational the past two years 
have further complicated matters for employers attempting  
to properly apply ADA. 

Select results from Guardian's ADA fundamentals quiz

7 in 10 respondents were correct in 
thinking an impairment only needs 
to substantially limit one major life 
activity to be considered a disability.

This is true, however 3 in 10 understood it to be false. 
According to the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC), to have an "actual" disability  
(or to have a "record of" a disability) an individual must  
be (or have been) substantially limited in performing  
a major life activity as compared to most people in  
the general population. 

6 in 10 respondents believe an 
employer's HR policy can state that  
an employee will be terminated once 
job protected leave is exhausted.

According to the EEOC, the ADA "requires 
that employers make exceptions to their policies, 
including leave policies, in order to provide a reasonable 
accommodation… unless the employer can show that 
doing so will cause an undue hardship."

6 in 10 respondents incorrectly 
indicated that an ADA request  
requires an FMLA leave to be open.

Although an ADA leave as an accommodation may and 
often does follow exhaustion of FMLA, it is not required 
and is very situationally dependent.

5 in 10 respondents think that when there 
are several qualified applicants, the one 
with a disability must be given priority.

An employer is free to select the most qualified applicant 
available and to make decisions based on reasons 
unrelated to a disability.

To gauge knowledge of ADA fundamentals, Guardian asked 
employers a series of ten questions regarding the underlying 
tenets and administrative procedures involved in managing ADA 
in accordance with guidance from the US Department of Labor.  

Most employers receive a grade of  
C for their knowledge of the ADA

Our ADA quiz was taken by human resources and employee 
benefits professionals involved in handling disability benefits, 
FMLA, and ADA for their organizations. The average score was 
a 74%, or a "C" on a standard grading scale. The relatively low 
scores point to considerable knowledge gaps and the potential  
for employer non-compliance and liability.  

Quiz scores were higher among respondents from  employers 
(1,000+ workers), who likely have more exposure to the process. 
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Percentage of employers that expect remote 
workforce increase in 2022 
By level of technology utilization

Effective technology is critical to the 
success of hybrid work models and 
absence management programs

More than half of all organizations report an increase in their 
remote workforce during the pandemic. In the past two years, 
about one in four employers have adopted a hybrid work model 
and another 20% are mostly remote.  

Work arrangements shifting to hybrid/remote

Fewer employers expect an increase in remote work in  
2022 compared to 2021, when lockdowns were still in place  
across much of the country. Nonetheless, more than 40%  
still anticipate expanding their remote workforce in 2022. 
Consequently, technology that supports a more hybrid  
workforce remains a high priority for many organizations.

2 in 5 employers expect to increase  
their remote workforce in 2022

Employers with a  majority of their workforce onsite tend  
to be larger employers (1,000 or more employees) and in the 
construction, retail, and health care sectors. They also tend  
to be less advanced in their use of technology compared to  
those increasing their remote workforce in 2022. 

Remote 
20%

Current 
distribution  

of workforce 
by modelHybrid 

26%

Onsite 
54%

Low users of technology

47%

Most employers are utilizing technology to some extent in 
managing absence. Specifically, they are migrating from paper-
based, manual processes to more digital, automated processes  
to improve employee communication and self-service options.  

Roughly one in five organizations are “high” users of technology 
based on the number of self-reported digital processes they 
utilize in managing employee leave. The pandemic contributed  
to a 40% increase in the “high” users of technology since 2019.   

Use of technology for absence management in 2021 
Based on number of digital processes deployed

The larger the employer and the more advanced they are on 
Guardian’s Absence Management Activity Index, the greater their 
technology adoption in managing employee absence. This is also 
the case for employers that have workers in multiple states with 
statutory disability and/or state PFML laws; they are more likely 
to utilize technology to a greater extent in supporting hybrid work 
and in managing leave. 

High 
22%

vs. 15% in 2019

Moderate 
62%

Low 
16%

High users of technology

66%
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3 in 5 employers 
established formal 
remote work policies 
during the pandemic



Multi-channel communication and self-service 
tools improve the employee leave experience

A one-size fits all service model is obsolete. Workers  
have different preferences regarding how they interact  
and communicate with their employer or a vendor when 
requesting or being on a leave of absence.  

8 in 10 employers say choice of 
communication channels is important  
to a positive employee leave experience  

More employers are offering multiple communication and 
service channels to meet the diverse needs of their workforce.   
Depending on an organization’s demographics and use of 
technology, the optimal mix of channels may vary. Preferences 
also vary depending on where a worker is in the leave process, 
e.g., obtaining information about their employer’s leave policies 
or FMLA eligibility, how to submit a leave request, the status  
of their request, or how their pay will be impacted when they’re  
on leave.

A majority of organizations still communicate with their 
employees via telephone and email but a growing proportion are 
adopting digital options to enhance the employee experience.  
More employers report using text messaging and chat 
functionality to better meet the preferences of today’s workforce.

Preferred channels to communicate 
with workers on leave
Percentage of employers selecting each channel

Email
% change 
from 2018

55% -6%

38% -13%

30% +12%

24% +11%

18% -8%

17%

17%

+1%

+4%

Telephonic

Text messaging

Chart functionality

Mail or fax

Automated dialer

Interactive voice response
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Portal functionality for managing 
employee absence
Percentage of employers utilizing each

View of claim/leave status
% change 
from 2018

48% -2%

46% +18%

45% +10%

45% +2%

41% +5%

39%

35%

+11%

0%

Links to plan/policy/forms

Reporting of initial claim/leave

Ability to upload documents

Access to communications sent

Leave planning tools

Educational resources

In today’s more hybrid work environment, the need for self-
service capabilities to help manage employee leave is greater  
than ever. Employers want easy, remote access to information 
online via a portal to help them and their employees in reporting 
and tracking status of leaves and leave requests.

Utilization of online functionality, via a portal or mobile device,  
has increased since 2018, particularly access to plan/policy/forms, 
leave planning tools, and claim/leave reporting. 

Organizations that outsource their FMLA administration are more 
likely to be utilizing self-service functionality for their disability 
and FMLA-related leaves. Larger firms (1,000 or more employees) 
and those with more advanced absence management programs 
are the most likely to use self-service portals and access mobile 
apps for managing employee leave. They also tend to have the 
highest self-reported scores for employee leave experience.

Employers offering self-
service tools are 2x as likely 
to report a more positive 
employee leave experience
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Percentage of employers that centralize  
STD and FMLA administration

More employers are integrating STD and FMLA 
administration with other health-related benefits

More than half of employers now centralize their STD and FMLA administration, an 
increase of 80% since 2012. These organizations either use the same internal resources 
to manage both STD and FMLA leave, or they outsource the administration to the same 
external vendor.

Employers that centralize their STD and FMLA administration tend to be larger 
organizations (1,000 or more workers), than those that outsource FMLA, and larger  
than those that score high on Guardian’s Absence Management Activity Index.

3 in 4 organizations indicate that greater benefits 
integration is a very important objective  

Best practice employers are taking a more holistic approach to leave management. 
They’re seeking to integrate other leave types and related health benefits with their  
STD and FMLA administration. They recognize the value of offering the right resources 
to the right employees at the right time to help improve outcomes like incidence and 
duration of disability leave.   

30% 54%

2012 2021

Average number of  
benefits integrated  
with same vendor,  
including STD  
and FMLA

4.8

6.1

2018

+27%

2021
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Integration of supplemental health  
and STD/FMLA
Percentage of all employers

Accident insurance
% change 
from 2016

28% +11%

26% +10%

25% +8%

Hospital indemnity

Critical illness

Benefits managed by same  
STD/FMLA resource
Percentage of all employers

Long-term disability
% change 
from 2016

44% +13%

33% +14%

30% +18%

30% +13%

28% +17%

21% n/a

Paid time off (vacation/sick)

Leave as an ADA accommodation

Wellness programs

Employee assistance program

Family/medical leave

Long-term disability is the benefit most often integrated with 
STD and FMLA administration; however, more employers are  
integrating sick leave and vacation PTO (33%). More are also 
integrating ADA, as well as referrals to wellness programs and 
EAPs into their STD and FMLA process. 

Integration of supplemental health benefits, such as hospital 
indemnity, critical illness, and accident insurance is also on the 
rise. More employers offer these benefits compared to five years 
ago, and they are more likely to integrate them with their STD/
FMLA administration. 
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Organizations that 
integrate short-term 
and long-term disability 
plans with FMLA and 
ADA administration, 
as well as EAP referrals 
achieve more positive 
outcomes



Benefits integration contributes to more 
positive absence management outcomes

Most employers (88%) report that their organization made progress on at least one  
of their absence management goals in the past two years. Two in 10 have achieved  
a relatively high level of positive outcomes (at least seven).  

Number of positive outcomes employers achieved in the last two years 
Percentage based on self-reporting 

67% of employers with a highly 
integrated absence model initiate 
accident insurance claims during 
STD intake 

vs. 22% of those with no integration

Medium (4–6) 
47%

High (7+) 
20%

None 
12%

Low (1–3) 
21%

Organizations are achieving more positive outcomes with their absence management 
programs. In 2021, two-thirds self-report making progress on at least four of their goals, 
up from 49% in 2016.  

Employers achieving at least four positive outcomes in the prior two years 
Percentage based on self-reporting 

2016

2021

49%

67%
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Employers are most likely to have made progress on the  
following absence outcomes:  improving the employee 
experience, increasing productivity, improving compliance,  
and reducing lost time.

Benefits integration is helping to enhance the employee 
experience by offering a single process, with simplified forms  
and streamlined communications, which is especially appealing  
to larger employers.  

For example, employers that integrate their STD and 
supplemental health benefits are more likely than others to  
have processes in place to trigger an accident or critical illness 
claim when an employee reports a disability or other absence.  
An integrated model requires fewer steps for employees and 
ensures they gain access to the benefits and resources that  
will be of greatest help.

Employers with a high degree of  
benefits integration are more likely  
to report achieving positive outcomes

Organizations that have a more integrated leave management 
model are more likely to report positive outcomes on most 
absence management measures, particularly increased 
productivity and reduced lost time (e.g., lower disability  
incidence and durations).

Better employee  
experience

Employers with high integration*

Employers with no integration

Improved  
compliance

Increased  
productivity

*Integration of 7+ programs

Reduced  
lost time

2021 progress on absence outcomes
Percentage of all employers who have achieved  
the following

Better employee experience
% change 
from 2016

70% +7%

68% +5%

67% +3%

65% +5%

Increased productivity

Improved compliance

Reduced lost time

Effects of benefits integration  
on positive absence outcomes
Employers reporting progress in the last 2 years

84% 83% 79%
68%64%

57%
65%

57%
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The pandemic put workforce mental 
wellness in the spotlight and highlighted 
the need for greater employer support

Prior to the pandemic, a mental health crisis was well underway in the US and COVID-19 
only exacerbated the challenges. At least 1 in 5 people in the US (or more than 52 
million) are living with a mental health condition — an increase of 1.5 million since 2019. 
Unfortunately, more than half of those with a mental health condition don’t receive 
treatment, and among those who do, the treatment often is ineffective.

Yet, many employers are unaware of the extent to which the pandemic has affected the 
mental health of their workforce. Nearly 7 in 10  believe their workforce mental wellness 
is  excellent or very good compared to only half of all workers who rate their mental health 
that high. And more than half say they feel workforce mental health has improved since 
the start of the pandemic.

Only 17% of employers believe the mental health  
of their workforce worsened during the pandemic

Nearly 3 in 4 organizations believe their efforts to address workforce mental health are 
making a difference; however, only about half of all workers agree and many wish their 
employer would do more to help with resources and policies that better support workers 
struggling with mental health conditions.

3 in 5 employers  
say addressing 
workforce mental 
wellness is critically 
important and feel 
their organization 
should be doing  
more to improve it

Each year, 1 in 5 US adults are 
affected by a mental health condition

73% of employers 
believe they do an 
excellent job addressing 
workforce mental health

Only 46% of 
workers agree

More than half of them receive no treatment2,355%

Nonetheless, a majority of employers indicate their organizations are placing a high 
priority on workforce mental health compared to several years ago. This is most 
pronounced among large employers with greater than 5,000 workers, those with more 
advanced absence management models, and those that have experienced significant 
revenue growth in the past three years.
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Mental/nervous 
conditions are the 
industry’s fastest 
growing category 
of disability claims 
— nearly double the 
volume of ten years ago4,5



More employers are taking steps to 
address workforce mental wellness and 
its impact on absence and productivity

Mental/nervous and substance use are now the fastest growing categories of disability 
claims according to the Council on Disability Awareness. The share of disability claims 
that are mental health related are twice as high compared to 2010, and the average cost  
of mental/nervous STD claims is up 23% since 2015.6 

Furthermore, the increase in workforce stress, anxiety, depression, and burnout is 
contributing to worsening overall health, absenteeism, and productivity.

In response, employers are implementing new policies and benefits to better support 
workers’ mental wellness. In the past two years, more organizations have been exploring 
the resources and communication methods that will work best for their workforce. And 
a growing number of senior leadership teams are committed to making more effective 
mental health resources available to their workforce. In fact, twice as many employers 
indicate they are offering mental wellness-related benefits compared to 2016.  

The most common method for addressing workforce mental health is through an 
Employee Assistance Program (EAP). More than 6 in 10 organizations surveyed offer 
an EAP, a 12% increase from 2018. Medical insurance plans often contain mental health 
coverage, mainly through digital or virtual tools which can be less effective than other 
solutions. Fewer employers provide access to a dedicated behavioral health resource, 
which typically includes more robust assessment and counseling support.  

Employers that 
invest in resources 
to support 
workforce mental 
health conditions 
see a 4x return7

32%
64%

2016 2022

Twice as many employers 
are expanding access to 
mental wellness resources 
in 2022 vs. 2016
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How employers are addressing mental health

36% 26% 23%
Medical plan Separate behavioral 

health resource
EAP

The top methods employers deploy to increase utilization of their mental health 
programs are enhancing the effectiveness of employee communications and offering 
wellness assessments for a more personalized experience. Vendor outreach and 
employer email campaigns are used by more than 40% of organizations, and just  
1 in 4 leverage texting.

Ways to improve mental health program utilization
Percentage of employers using each in 2021

70% of employers 
are not highly 
satisfied with  
the utilization  
of their mental 
health resources

More effective communications

Proactive vendor outreach to employees

Wellness assessment to tailor program

Email campaigns

Text messaging

73%

48%

54%

41%

24%
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Key takeaways

Ongoing challenges of the pandemic 
hindered progress for some, while  
others excelled  

• Larger firms, those in the Finance sector, with 
fewer remote workers, or that made permanent 
policy changes fared best

• The Index best practices remained strong and 
centralization intact while new wellness and 
disease management programs slightly decreased

• Employers outsourcing STD and FMLA increased  
from 47% to 52% since 2020, especially for the  
highly advanced (59%)

The pandemic caused temporary 
changes to employer leave policies  
to become permanent
• 78% of companies have formal infectious disease 

response plans in place now

• 9 in 10 employers made permanent changes  
to their disability and/or leave policies

• Many permanently increased benefit levels and 
expanded definitions within current policies

• Small (under 1,000) companies were prompted  
to outsource

As more state leave laws pass, the 
compliance and administrative burden 
continues to grow
• FMLA outsourcing rates and Index scores are 

higher for those in several highly regulated states

• Many employers are developing formal  
telework policies (61%), requiring formal  
telework agreements (49%), and classifying 
employee status differently (32%)

• More employers are offering private PFML plans 
instead of referring employees to the state than  
in 2020

• 4 in 10 remain very likely to move towards a broad  
paid leave policy (especially if they are advanced),  
where benefits are fair and equal, instead of a 
separate policy approach 

Technology plays a greater  
role in a more hybrid workplace  

• Almost 6 in 10 employers increased remote work  
since January 2021

• Electronic communication and self-service portal 
features increased

• Highly advanced companies value leave  
planning/decision support tools and are  
more apt to provide them

• A high amount of program technology closely 
correlates with a high number of absence  
outcomes, especially employee experience

Integration has increased; triggering 
benefits during intake contributes to  
a better employee experience 
• 5 in 10 employers have the same administration  

for STD and FMLA

• On average, employers integrate 6 benefits  
with STD/FMLA 

• Integration of STD/FMLA with ADA 
accommodations, wellness and EAP, and mental 
health benefits leads to better outcomes

• Triggering accident, critical illness, or hospital 
indemnity claims when employees report a 
disability or absence makes an impact

Employers recognize the need to  
more effectively address workforce 
mental health
• 3 in 5 organizations are placing a higher priority  

on workforce mental wellness

• Separate mental health benefits are most  
common for larger, advanced, and financially 
stronger employers 

• Top activities to drive utilization are increased 
communication and wellness assessments to  
tailor programs

• Less than half of employers are satisfied with  
utilization and results of their current efforts 

1 4

2 5

3 6
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Disclaimers

Unless otherwise noted, the source of all information is Guardian's Absence Management Activity Index & Study (2022).  Guardian, its subsidiaries, 
agents, and employees do not provide tax, legal, or accounting advice. Consult your tax, legal, or accounting professional regarding your individual 
situation. The Guardian Life Insurance Company of America, New York, N.Y. GUARDIAN® is a registered service mark of The Guardian Life Insurance 
Company of America® 

1 Guardian Workplace Benefits Study, 9th Annual, 2020

2 The State of Mental Health in America, Mental Health America, 2022

3 Mental Health by the Numbers, National Alliance on Mental Illness, 2020

4 World Health Organization

5 Pan American Health Organization Directing Council, World Health Organization

6 The Council on Disability Awareness 2021, Guardian analysis, 2021

7 World Health Organization
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Beginning in 2012, Guardian has conducted five waves of research on market trends in 
absence management. Our findings provide a clear view of the practices and activities 
adopted by a wide range of employers and the correlation between these activities and 
employers’ ability to achieve more positive outcomes with their absence management 
program over time.

The best practices and their related support activities form the foundation of a sound 
strategy and a proven path for success, not only for companies just getting started,  
but also for those who are more advanced with absence management and see the value 
of continual improvement to their leave administration policies, processes, tools, and 
support of employees.

Our Absence Management Activity Index scores validate that ongoing refinements 
to models are critical to maintaining momentum and achieving a company’s absence 
management goals. Applying a continuous improvement approach with regular 
monitoring and periodic assessments, as well as taking a holistic approach, helps to 
ensure longer-term success. As the leave environment becomes more complex and  
the impact of the pandemic starts to unfold, we expect to see a period of redefinition  
as to how employers manage leave for the new world of work. 

Regardless of whether your company is just getting started or already has a mature 
absence management program in place, insights from the Guardian Absence 
Management Activity Index and Study can assist in gauging your current status  
relative to the marketplace and in identifying potential opportunities and next steps.

The 5 Best 
Practices

Getting 
Started

Integrated 
Approach

Leave 
Redefined

Path 
Forward

Continuous 
Improvement

Benefiting from what we’ve learned
Eight years of market insights
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The Guardian Absence 
Management Activity IndexSM

Scoring methodology

Tier 1 activities (the five best practices)

A full return-to-work (RTW)  program, including the 
highest number of the following:

• Written RTW   policy

• An interactive process (where the employee,  
HR manager, case manager, and/or physician  
talk about possibilities)

• Transitional RTW  plans

• Guidelines for the duration of  disability based  
on diagnosis

• Nurse case  management

• Offering accommodations  to facilitate return to work

On the Index, 1/6 point is given  for each of the six 
components  of the employer’s return-to-work  program.

• 76% of employers report actively seeking ways to  
return employees to work

A central portal (phone or online) for reporting

A central portal should include  reporting for at least STD 
and  FMLA and possibly include  other leaves of absence 
such  as sick/vacation leave or paid  time off (PTO).

On the Index, 0 points are  given if no central portal 
exists;  1/2 point is given if STD and  FMLA absence 
reporting are  through a common portal; 1 point is  
given if STD, FMLA,  and PTO are all reported  through 
the same portal.

• 55% of employers use a common portal for STD  
and FMLA 

• 22% overall have a central portal for STD and FMLA, 
and all other leaves of absence 

The ability to produce or obtain reports that include 
the highest number of the following:

• Disability usage patterns

• Disability claimant status

• Disability cost

• FMLA usage patterns

• FMLA claimant status

On the Index, 1/5 point is given  for each of the five 
reports that  the employer can produce or obtain.

• The percentage of employers who can produce or 
obtain any given report ranges from 68% to 72%

A disability and/or FMLA  process that includes giving  
employees referrals to health  management programs

Health management programs  may include employee 
assistance programs (EAP), disease management,  
or wellness.

On the Index, 1 point is given  if referrals are made,  
while 0 points are given if no referrals are made. 

• 79% make health  management referrals

Using the same STD resource  for FMLA and additional  
benefit programs

On the Index, 1/13 point is given for each of 13  
benefits (e.g., FMLA, long-term disability, or EAP, which  
are administered by the same department or vendor  
that  administers STD).

• 54% of employers report  using the same department 
or vendor to administer both STD and FMLA
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Tier 2 activities (supporting)

Tier 3 activities (supporting)

Offering wellness programs 
that include a high number of 
program components

On the Index, 1/15 point is 
given for each of 15 possible 
components (e.g., biometric 
screenings, flu shots) of the 
employer's wellness program. 
69% of employers offer  
wellness programs.

Offering a disease management program

On the Index, 1/15 point is given for each of 15 possible 
components (e.g., biometric screenings, flu shots) of the 
employer's wellness program. 44% of employers offer 
such a program.

Offering incentives or discounts 
for employees to participate in 
wellness activities

On the Index, 1 point is given if 
any incentives or discounts are 
offered, while 0 points are given  
if not. 81% of employers that 
offer wellness programs  
offer incentives.

Centralizing administration of STD, FMLA, or both 
within an organization

On the Index, ½ point is given if administration of STD is 
completely centralized within the  organization, ½ point 
is given if administration of FMLA is centralized within 
the organization, 1 full point is given if both STD and 
FMLA are centralized, while 0 points are given if neither 
is. 66% completely centralize STD and 55% FMLA.

Reporting that integrates both 
disability and FMLA information

On the Index, 1 point is given if 
integrated STD/FMLA reports 
can be produced, while 0 
points are given if not. 78% 
of employers can produce 
integrated reports.
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Research design

Background
The sixth wave of the Guardian Absence Management Activity  
IndexSM and Study was conducted in the fourth quarter of 2021. It 
consisted of an online survey completed by decision-makers to 
monitor changes in employer absence management practices.

The study was conducted for Guardian by Spring Consulting 
Group and serves to build upon prior year efforts.

Employer size Sample size

50–99 642

100–249 270

250–499 190

500–999 50

1,000–4,999 40

5,000–9,999 5

10,000+ 6

Region Sample size

Northeast 370

Midwest 356

South 516

West 336

Number of highly 
regulated states 
with employees

Sample size

None 450

One 306

Two to three 230

Four or more 218

Industry Sample size

Manufacturing 165

Health care 148

Construction 126

Retail & wholesale 119

Professional/
technical

110

Finance/insurance 108

Education 105

Information 
management

51

All others 272

Sample characteristics
A total of 1,204 benefits professionals that work for employers 
with at least 50 full-time, benefits-eligible employees completed 
the survey. Respondents ranged in size from 50 employees to 
more than 5,000. A minimum number of surveys were conducted 
in major size categories to allow analysis of results by organization 
size. Data was weighted to reflect the actual proportion of US 
businesses in each size category.

Survey participants represent a cross-section of industries and 
geographic regions. All of them work for companies that offer 
at least medical coverage and some form of disability benefits. 
All are involved in handling their employer’s disability plans and 
FMLA, and they are at least familiar with their company’s other 
leave policies.
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