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All too often, organizational stigma and the personal issues that affect our lives both inside and 
outside the office turn out to be some of the greatest inhibitors to organizational success and 
productivity. As a leadership consultant, clients ask me all the time, “what do you think are the 
three most critical issues that will confront organizations within the next ten years?” 

I’m not an oracle, but I do believe there is enough data to make an educated guess. Like many 
others, I believe that climate change and artificial intelligence will have a significant impact on 
our globalized workforce and our organizations. However, what we may be truly underestimating 
is the health and well-being of an entire population of people suffering from the aftereffects of a 
global, collective trauma like COVID-19.  

Even prior to the pandemic, the mental health statistics have been staggering. According to 
the National Alliance on Mental Illness, 43.8 million adults experience mental illness yearly, and 
about 1 in 5 adults in America have experienced some type of mental health issue. Nearly 1 in 
25 (10 million) adults in America live with a serious mental illness. A study conducted by The 
World Economic Forum and Harvard School of Public Health projects that mental health disorders 
will cost nations $16.3 trillion between 2011 and 2030. And depression is estimated to cost the 
American economy $210.5 billion annually, with 50 percent of that charged back to employers.

According to a study conducted by the American Heart Association in 2018, less than 50 percent 
of individuals surveyed were aware of their employers providing resources and/or having:

 • Adequate insurance for mental health services

 • Access to mental health and treatment programs

 • Written policies associated with employee mental health protections 

 • Onsite medical support
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Post COVID-19, it would be reasonable to assume the impact will be even greater. Thus, employers must act 
now to institute changes to their organizational cultures in order to fully acknowledge these numbers and 
mitigate potential outcomes. Here are some steps organizations should take to help manage the impact of 
employee wellness:

Remove the stigma. 
It’s up to leaders to remove the stigma. Many employees choose not to disclose their health conditions out 
of fear of backlash. Even worse, many do not seek treatment because of the perceptions associated with 
their disease. Leaders need to be more open in identifying and addressing the value and importance of 
taking care of mental health in the workplace. Ways of addressing this include participating in Mental Health 
Awareness Month, self-disclosure and an annual survey that checks up on employee health and wellness.  

Keep a pulse on organizational wellness. 
Many organizations are fearful of conducting a cultural assessment to determine if their workplace is negatively 
impacting employee health. Yet doing so could pay dividends in the long term. The most toxic cultures 
emphasize performance and results over the well-being of their people. These types of cultures often lack 
work/life integration, are rife with bullying behavior, and have unspoken expectations that employees “deal 
with it” when faced with stress, pressure and crisis. The best employers incorporate a regular monitoring of 
their cultural health that includes an assessment of the correlation between work environment and reported 
employee well-being.  

Hire a dedicated wellness expert. 
While many Human Resources functions oversee benefits and oftentimes take the lead on health and 
wellness in organizations, more and more companies are recruiting Chief Wellness Officers. These positions 
are ultimately responsible for running the overall engagement of programs and people, as well as monitoring 
and measuring the impact of programs that support mental and physical health.  

Invest in your employees’ mental and physical health. 
Organizations do not invest enough resources in stress management programs. Chronic stress or stress 
experienced over prolonged periods of time can lead to anxiety, depression and panic, as well as contributes 
to heart disease, neurological issues and reproductive problems in both men and women. According to the 
American Psychological Association, in 2017, 61% of individuals identified the greatest source of their stress 
is from work-related events.  Programs that focus on mindfulness, inclusiveness and peer-group engagement 
have been shown to counteract the effects of stress and create positive strategies for employees to maintain 
their mental health.
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Designate a wellness strategy. 
Promote an organizational wellness strategy that highlights the importance of mental health in the workplace and 
arms people managers with tools to ensure teams and individuals are taking care of each other. This includes an 
organizational commitment to training leaders of people to be able to identify, address and take action when an 
employee requires assistance.    

Create a safe space. 
Many employees have no safe spaces in the workplace. A restroom does not serve as a location for an employee to 
manage symptoms of their mental health.  A designated space, coupled with onsite therapists, can be very helpful 
to those suffering from symptoms of mental health issues. If we expect our schools to support the health and 
well-being of our children with onsite medical professionals, why are we not offering the same to our employees?

Encourage healthy behavior. 
Some organizational campuses encourage their employees to take regular breaks, including walking outdoors, 
opportunities for individual and group exercise, and flexible work schedules to accommodate employee needs.  
Flexibility is a key component of keeping employees healthy, engaged, and productive at work.   

Evaluate employee mental health benefits. 
Organizations should reevaluate their employee mental health benefits and determine if they are robust enough 
to support the current and future workforce. This includes:

 • Ensuring your employees have adequate medical coverage to support their mental health needs as well as 
communicate their options regularly, so they are more encouraged to use them.  

 • Incorporating virtual and in-person coaching for stress and conflict situations, as well as in-person and online 
training for those in need.  

 • Employee Assistance Programs are helpful, but many employees either don’t reap the benefits and/or they 
don’t know what the offerings are. Having regular conversations with employees about these benefits can 
increase the likelihood of their usage.  

 • Employing greater flexible work arrangements. Honoring part-time arrangements, reconfiguring hours 
spent at work during the week, job sharing, and incorporating true work/life integration are all examples 
of empowering employees to better take care of their mental health needs, and effectively deliver peak 
performance to the organization. 

 • Leveraging technology platforms to better suit the needs of employees is gaining greater traction. Apps 
and platforms like Happify, Calm and Ten Percent Happier are all online services that employees can access 
anytime and from anywhere.  
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While it’s widely recognized that mental health is a serious concern for our society, it still remains a social stigma. Social stigmas 
are commonly related to culture, gender, race, intelligence, and health. Over the course of history, our civilization has devalued 
members of our population due to many perceived unfavorable traits and has caused them to take refuge within their own 
subcultures. In our opinion, the most important way we can destigmatize mental health and well-being in our organizations, 
especially post-COVID, is for powerful, notable, and influential leaders to vulnerably acknowledge their own personal experiences 
with their mental health and well-being. And even if mental health has not touched their own lives, it’s important for them to 
recognize how important the conversation is to our society and that they aren’t just leaders of an industry or an organization. They 
have the power to transform an entire culture with their words and actions, thereby creating a psychologically safe environment 
for all employees in their organizations. 

With that said, there are three considerable ways of destigmatizing mental health and wellness in organizations: providing 
education to groups while positioning the issue of mental health in a destigmatized manner; working with various external 
organizations to pass government legislation that provides for services and benefits that destigmatize the issue of mental health; 
and creating organized groups of individuals who champion for the rights of the stigmatized within our industries and communities.  

If employee mental health and wellness is a priority for your organization, then more must be done beyond simply offering 
benefits. The priority of mental health awareness and support must become a part of the fabric of the organizational culture, 
with multiple channels for communication and with the promise of flexibility for valuable employees in need of awareness, 
understanding, and most of all, compassion.  
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