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MENTAL HEALTH COLUMN

A couple of years ago I found myself in a conversation 
with Rep. Steve Davisson (R-Salem). He shared that 
one of his constituent corporations had a job opening and 
in an effort to fill the position, the company interviewed 
21 prospects. Nineteen tested positive for opioids and 
other illicit drugs. It is fair to say that the company was 
overwhelmed by the situation, yet we were able to work 
with the Indiana Chamber of Commerce and others to 
address the issue in the Indiana General Assembly.

Representative Cindy Kirchhofer, the House Public 
Health Committee Chair, was able to pass Rep. Davisson’s 
language in HEA 1007-2018 into law. The Division of 
Mental Health and Addiction and the Wellness Council 
of Indiana worked to make the law a reality for employers 
and employees. As a result of their efforts, forums have 
been held, policies created and there are contracting 
opportunities with providers for specialized employer 
treatment programs.

This will become even more important when we 
fully reopen the economy after COVID. Unfortunately, 
depression, substance misuse and suicide are all 
significantly on the rise due to the pandemic.

From opioids to alcohol, prescription medications 
to recreational drugs, depression to suicide, behavioral 
health impairment is a serious issue facing today’s workplace. 
It is estimated that 75% of adults with a substance use 
disorder (SUD) are in the workforce. This creates issues 
of safety for the employer and the employee, particularly 
for those in safety-sensitive positions. With Indiana a 
leading manufacturing state, this leads to additional risk.

The most frequent occupational injuries (such as 
slips, trips and falls) are oftentimes masked as absenteeism, 
overexertion or bodily reaction. All can often be either 
a symptom or result of an opioid or other behavioral 
health concern. Ironically, an injury on the job may 
result in an opioid prescription – creating at least a new 
risk of developing an opioid use disorder and overdose.

The employer role
Employers can play a very important role in helping 

employees in recovery. Interestingly, employees who 
are in recovery are extremely resilient and have equal 
or lower health care costs, absenteeism and job turnover 
compared to employees who never report a SUD. Employers 
who help employees complete treatment are likely to 
see a high return on that investment. Supporting 
employees in recovery creates a culture for job 
satisfaction and loyalty in the workforce.

While a study of U.S. employers showed that many 
are focusing on behavioral health (a majority ranked 
mental health and SUD treatment as their top area of 
concern), the research also found that only 23% of 

employers are considering initiatives to prevent opioid 
abuse in 2020 or 2021 and just 15% are considering 
programs to prevent suicide.

These findings are concerning as the U.S. is currently 
experiencing the highest rates of alcohol, drug and 
suicide-related deaths since 1999 and will likely see an 
increase in light of the COVID pandemic.

Employees suffering from these conditions may 
accumulate two to four times more medical claims and 
six times more emergency room visits than employees 
without these conditions. According to an Indiana 
University study, the misuse of opioids has cost the 
state a total of $43.3 billion.

Employers, like employees, must be resilient. To 
address concerns around behavioral and mental health, 
employers must offer or ensure access to evidence-based 
treatment and comprehensive behavioral health coverage. 
This must include significantly improved access to networks 
and high-quality providers as well as to all clinically 
appropriate behavioral health medications, including 
medication assisted treatment. Now, more than ever with 
COVID, comprehensive treatment must include telemedicine 
that is made available in the employees’ home.

Supporting culture
Moreover, it is important that employers create a 

culture of support, where people can discuss mental health 
and substance misuse without stigma. Employers could 
launch suicide awareness and prevention campaigns and 
provide targeted manager training. The most successful 
companies often include a partnership with outside vendors 
to provide mental health services. This partnership is 
the essence of employer/employee resilience.

Mental Health America (MHA) has launched 
nationally the Bell Seal for Workplace Mental Health. 
This is a certification program for employers that are 
committed to creating mentally healthy workplaces. 
MHA developed standards to evaluate an employer’s 
policies and practices that support employee mental 
health and well-being. The Bell Seal supports the one in 
five employees who will experience a mental health 
condition each year, as well as the five in five employees 
who benefit from a worker-friendly, highly productive 
and psychologically safe workplace.

We have always known that financial, behavioral 
and physical health are intertwined. We know this 
manifests itself in the workplace, as it does elsewhere, 
and that this impacts employers’ bottom line and safety, 
and employees’ health and wellness. We know most of 
all that by providing appropriate behavioral health 
treatment, our workplaces can become a foundation of 
support for employer/employee resiliency.

IMPORTANCE OF RESILIENCE
Behavioral Health in the Workplace

The employer/employee relationship can be difficult at times when dealing with behavioral 
health issues. But there can be resilience in that relationship – and resilience in the 
individual when given the opportunity for treatment and recovery. 
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