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Mental health is no longer a topic to be avoided at work.  
It’s a critical factor impacting employee well-being, productivity  
and overall business success. This white paper explores the 
importance of mental well-being in the workplace and introduces 
strategies employers can implement to help create a supportive  
and thriving environment.



Mental Health Is Health

For too long we have separated physical and mental health. It’s time to change that. Mental and 
physical health are deeply interconnected. Poor mental wellness can lead to physical problems like 
heart disease, diabetes and chronic pain. Conversely, physical health issues can create anxiety and 
sleeplessness and may exacerbate mental health conditions. 

Mental health is not a monolith; it exists on a continuum that can range from flourishing and 
thriving to struggling or experiencing crisis.3 On any given day, each one of us is somewhere along 
the spectrum. At one end, we may experience high levels of well-being, resilience and productivity. 
At the other end, we may face significant mental health challenges, such as symptoms of anxiety 
or depression or, if persistent and severe, even a diagnosable mental illness. Most people fall 
somewhere in between, experiencing fluctuations in their mental wellness over time.

Defining Mental Health

Mental health comprises the emotional, psychological and social well-being of an individual.  
It affects how we think, feel and act, influencing our ability to handle stress, interact with others 
and make choices. Mental health is not just the absence of mental illness. It also includes the  
presence of positive characteristics, such as the ability to manage stress, maintain fulfilling  
relationships and achieve personal goals.1

“Health is a state of complete physical, 
mental and social well-being and not merely 
the absence of disease or infirmity.”2 
 
 – World Health Organization
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Mental Health Continuum

Flourishing Languishing



We are in a mental health crisis in this country today.  
 
Statistics paint a troubling picture: 

 • 23% of U.S. adults experienced symptoms that would meet criteria for a diagnosable  
mental disorder in 2022.4 

 • In 2022, 6% of U.S. adults experienced serious mental illness resulting in functional  
impairment that substantially interfered with or limited one or more major life activities, 
such as family or work.5

 • Suicide rates are rising and over 49,000 deaths by suicide were recorded in 2022.6

 • There were 107,941 drug overdose deaths recorded in 2022, primarily from synthetic opioids.7 

 • Drug misuse – opioids, marijuana and alcohol – is common (17.3% of individuals over  
the age of 11 had a substance use disorder in 2022).8  

When it comes to the workplace, 83% of U.S. workers report daily work-related stress10 and 
2.7% of working adults ages 18 to 64 experienced psychological distress in 2021, according to 
the National Health Interview Survey. This rate was 78% higher for individuals working evening 
or night shifts and 100% higher in those who anticipated losing their job in the next 12 months.11

Mental Health in Society and the Workplace 
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Mental health is estimated 
to cost the U.S. economy  
$282 billion annually.9  
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Reduced 
absenteeism and 

presenteeism

Improved 
employee morale 

and retention

Lower  
healthcare  

costs

Why Should Employers Care?

The human toll is significant, not only for the sufferer but for their family, community  
and co-workers. 

For an employer, these costs go beyond medical care.12 Poor mental health is a key cause of 
absenteeism and presenteeism (employees who come to work but are not fully productive).13  
It can also result in lost productivity,14 increased turnover,15 interpersonal conflicts and  
lowered employee morale. 

Investing in employee mental health benefits both your employees and your business.  
 
A supportive work environment can lead to:

Increased  
productivity



Traditionally, mental health has been a sensitive subject in the workplace. Although this  
is changing, stigma can still hinder conversations about well-being and prevent employees  
from getting the help they need. 

Employers can play a crucial role in raising mental health awareness that dispels common  
myths and promotes open communication. 

Building a culture of caring means providing a supportive and healthy work environment that 
promotes work-life balance, reasonable workloads and opportunities to mentally recharge, 
like quiet spaces and flexible work arrangements. It also means providing an environment in 
which employees feel safe, valued and respected, aligning both individual and organizational 
commitments to mental well-being.

Making a wide range of appropriate resources available is paramount. Because mental  
well-being is on a continuum, there is no one-size-fits-all solution. We need to tailor the 
solution to the individual. 

An employee with a possible diagnosis of major depressive disorder requires a licensed mental 
health professional to diagnose their condition and manage it, usually with talk-therapy and 
possibly medications. Someone dealing with work stress may benefit from support that can  
be provided by a counselor, coach or even an app. 

A Culture of Caring

 • Information on how to access  
mental health professionals 

 • Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) 
 • Wellness programs
 • Counseling services
 • Emotional support apps

Resources may include:
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 • Raising awareness through training sessions,  
meetings and websites

 • Mental health training for managers and employees
 • Opportunities for social connection through Employee 

Resource Groups or company-sponsored events 
 • Well-being champion networks



Managers play a critical role in fostering a culture of mental well-being at work. They are often 
the first point of contact for employees experiencing stress, anxiety or other mental health 
challenges. Equipping managers with the knowledge and tools to support their teams is crucial. 

Here are some actionable steps managers can take:

Investing in Mental Well-Being  |  5

• Open Communication: Foster open communication about mental health. Normalize 
conversations about stress, burnout and seeking help. By letting others know that it’s  
OK to not be OK, we create a supportive environment and make it more likely that an 
individual can get help.

• Active Listening: Practice active listening skills to create a safe space for employees  
to express their concerns.

• Recognize Signs of Distress: Train managers to recognize common signs of mental 
health struggles, such as changes in mood, productivity or behavior.

• Regular Check-ins: Schedule regular one-on-one meetings to discuss workload,  
goals and overall well-being.

• Lead by Example: Demonstrate healthy work habits by taking breaks, respecting  
boundaries and maintaining a positive attitude.

Additional Resources:

 • 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline – 988lifeline.org
 • National Alliance on Mental Illness – nami.org
 • Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration – samhsa.gov
 • National Institute of Mental Health – nimh.nih.gov
 • American Psychological Association – apa.org

 
If you need emotional support, reach out to the national mental health hotline: 988.

Conclusion
By prioritizing mental well-being, employers can foster a thriving and 
productive work environment. Investing in the mental health of employees 
is an investment in the future of the company. By taking steps to support 
employee well-being, organizations can create a happier, healthier and  
more productive workforce.

https://988lifeline.org/
https://www.nami.org/
https://www.samhsa.gov/
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/
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About the  
Travelers Institute

Travelers established the Travelers Institute as a 
means of participating in the public policy dialogue 
on matters of interest to the property casualty 
insurance sector, as well as the financial services 
industry more broadly. The Travelers Institute  
draws upon the industry expertise of Travelers’ 
senior management and the technical expertise  
of its risk professionals, and other experts to provide 
information, analysis and recommendations to 
public policymakers and regulators. Learn more  
at travelersinstitute.org.

About the  
Travelers Institute  
Forces at Work℠  
Initiative

As the pace of change around us accelerates, 
organizations face new challenges and opportunities 
as they position themselves for the future. The 
Travelers Institute Forces at Work initiative is an 
educational platform to help today’s leaders navigate 
the shifting dynamics of the modern workplace and 
prioritize employees and their well-being. Join us as 
we examine issues such as the labor market, talent 
development, stress management, worker mental 
well-being and insurance insights including  
workers compensation.

http://travelersinstitute.org
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