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People worldwide are grappling with a perpetual stream of crises, from 
wildfires and flooding to political strife and racial injustice. In May 2021, 
47 percent of Americans said their mental health had declined since the 
pandemic struck. While COVID-19 has exacerbated both existing and new 
mental health needs, this is not a pandemic-era problem.  The need to 
support your employees’ mental health existed well before 2020 and will be 
with us long after the pandemic is over. 

Despite soaring demand for mental health care, getting help remains difficult. 
People seeking care face a myriad of barriers, from a lack of available mental 
health care providers to long wait times, burdensome out-of-pocket fees, 
and poor care quality. 

As a result, most people with mental health conditions do not receive 
treatment: 55 percent of employees with a self-reported, diagnosable mental 
illness in 2020 didn’t get care for their condition in the past year. Stigma and 
lack of awareness of mental health treatment options can further complicate 
the journey to care. The Anxiety & Depression Association of America has 
found that only 37 percent of those suffering from anxiety receive treatment. 
Without access to necessary care, increasingly common mental health 
challenges–such as depression, anxiety, and burnout– leave people suffering 
with impacts that are complex and far-reaching, including:

• Increased risk of physical illness 
• Shorter life expectancy
• Lost income
• Higher risk of short- or long-term unemployment
• Damaged relationships 
• Lower overall life satisfaction

T he fallout from the ongoing pandemic isn’t limited to surging cases 
and hospitalizations–its mental health aftermath persists, too.

Executive Summary

https://newsroom.clevelandclinic.org/2021/05/11/lessons-from-the-pandemic-survey-reveals-vulnerabilities-in-americans-commitment-to-preventive-health/
https://www.lyrahealth.com/blog/mental-health-care-ghost-networks/
https://www.lyrahealth.com/blog/mental-health-care-ghost-networks/
https://www.socialsolutions.com/blog/barriers-to-mental-healthcare-access/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5775149/
https://get.lyrahealth.com/rs/359-GQR-502/images/state-of-mental-health-report-2021.pdf?mkt_tok=eyJpIjoiWW1Zek9XWTFaRFF4T0RVeSIsInQiOiJDMkt1MVFsRDlxTklRZVwvOVJ5ekVhcGQ3d2ZsSFc5YTFPazhpK3VqZXJPK2pJZ3NVdmNhZThHa1ZIbTZaWFUxNnVoWTlGQ1JlVlFyaFpoRWc2and2Y3VtSENCNFlWa2lXOEpERGpBS2hFa0tHOWNtdzAxQXh6VjFTWDdKVEVGNTIifQ%3D%3D
https://adaa.org/understanding-anxiety/facts-statistics
https://www.lyrahealth.com/blog/5-common-questions-about-depression/
https://www.lyrahealth.com/blog/anxiety-vs-stress/
https://www.lyrahealth.com/blog/work-related-burnout/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1071612/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1071612/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4283817/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4283817/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Fred-Markowitz/publication/13369037_The_Effects_of_Stigma_on_the_Psychological_Well-Being_and_Life_Satisfaction_of_Persons_with_Mental_Illness/links/00b49533eb9f016c40000000/The-Effects-of-Stigma-on-the-Psychological-Well-Being-and-Life-Satisfaction-of-Persons-with-Mental-Illness.pdf
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The cost of mental health 
to your organization is 
too high to ignore
 
Employers bear the financial weight of 
inadequately treated mental health 
conditions, often without realizing it. 
They’re left to cover systemic costs 
associated with insufficient mental health 
care through constantly increasing 
health plan costs. In addition, employers 
are coping with escalating operational 
costs related to issues that include lost 
productivity–which costs employers an 
estimated $226 billion annually–and 
increased employee turnover. 

Awareness of these systemic and 
operational costs is growing, especially 
as companies have struggled to adapt 
their operations to the “new normal” of 
work amid an ongoing pandemic. More 
employers today than ever before–73 
percent in our State of Mental Health at 
Work survey–recognize the need to invest 
in their people’s mental health. 

And research reinforces how businesses 
stand to gain significantly from supporting 
employee well-being. Professional services 
firm Aon’s new Lyra Health Cost Efficiency 
Analysis report shows that offering 
comprehensive mental health benefits with 
Lyra Health yields measurable reductions 
in health plan costs for four organizations 

across a variety of industries. Lyra’s own 
analyses of employees who receive care 
through our programs also demonstrate 
a clear impact of high-quality care on 
employee productivity and retention. 

In this paper, we explore these issues in 
depth and show how transformational 
mental health benefit plans can help 
people heal and companies achieve 
positive returns from their investment in 
workforce mental health.

Neglecting workforce 
mental health leads to 
signficant systemic and 
operational costs

Systemic costs

Employers today are saddled with ever-
rising structural costs linked to the lack of 
accessible, effective mental health care 
through traditional systems: health care 
plans and employee assistance programs 
(EAPs). Understanding these costs is the 
first component of building a strong return 
on investment-based value model for 
workforce mental health investment. 

Health care networks and EAPs typically 
provide minimal support for access to 
mental health care and lack available 

https://www.nationalpartnership.org/our-work/resources/economic-justice/paid-sick-days/lost-productive-work-time-american-productivity-audit.pdf 
https://get.lyrahealth.com/rs/359-GQR-502/images/state-of-mental-health-report-2021.pdf
https://get.lyrahealth.com/rs/359-GQR-502/images/state-of-mental-health-report-2021.pdf
https://get.lyrahealth.com/rs/359-GQR-502/images/LYRA-Lyra-Cost-Efficiency-Analysis-Report.pdf
https://get.lyrahealth.com/rs/359-GQR-502/images/LYRA-Lyra-Cost-Efficiency-Analysis-Report.pdf
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providers, leaving individuals to hunt 
through spreadsheets for someone who 
might return a phone call. Even when a 
provider is available, mental health care 
is rarely tracked or measured to monitor 
patient outcomes with treatment. This 
often leaves employees to decide between 
in-network care options that don’t address 
their unique mental health needs or more 
expensive, out-of-network services. 
Untreated or undertreated mental health 
disorders can also have indirect, financial 
impacts on employers’ medical plans, such 
as last-resort care in emergency rooms, 
greater need for inpatient treatment, and 
degradation of physical health.

Access barriers keep 
employees from getting 
effective care

Fortunately, the problem is not the actual 
availability of effective treatment. Studies 
have consistently shown the impact of 
evidence-based therapy on clients’ overall 
health and functioning. Evidence-based 
therapies (EBTs) are those that have 
been rigorously tested in randomized 
clinical trials or well-designed case 
studies and shown to yield reliable clinical 
improvement or recovery from a mental 
health condition. Common examples of 
EBTs include cognitive behavioral therapy 
(CBT) and dialectical behavior therapy 
(DBT). Evidence-based care also calls for 
regular, ongoing assessments to track 
clients’ progress in treatment. The real 
problem is access. Persistent barriers in 
EAPs and health plan networks keep many 
people from accessing any care, let 
alone EBTs. 

Reliable clinical 
improvement

A change in the score on a 
clinical measure indicating that 
a patient’s symptoms and/or 
functioning have significantly 
changed beyond what could be 
considered measurement error.

The real problem is access. 
Persistent barriers in EAPs 
and health plan networks 
keep many people from 
accessing any care, let 
alone EBTs.”

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1071612/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01969/full
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapsychiatry/article-abstract/208460
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4z31t6nf
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.28.3.w490
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Mental health-related 
medical plan costs 

“If you look at your health care claim data 
for any other condition, mental health is 
absolutely the outlier. There is no other 
condition category where people are using 
so much out-of-network care,” said Dana 
Erdfarb, executive director of benefits 
at Morgan Stanley. “So you have to ask 
yourself the question: Why?” Employers 
are already covering behavioral health 
costs via their health insurance plans, 
but there are well-documented gaps 
in coverage and access to in-network 
mental health care providers. Companies 
have come to accept failing systems and 
the corresponding poor return on their 
health plan investment when it comes 
to mental health care. According to the 
National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), 
one in four people with health insurance 
could not find an in-network mental 
health therapist in 2016. Our own annual 
survey found that 45 percent of insured 
employees who received mental health 
care in 2020 paid out-of-pocket for that 
treatment. Research shows that only a fifth 
of clients who receive therapy through a 
traditional EAP or health plan experience 
reliable symptom improvement or recovery 
from their behavioral health conditions.

Inflated health plan 
inpatient, outpatient, and 
facility spending

The poor return on health care investment 
goes beyond the mental health concerns 
themselves. Benefits consulting firm Willis 
Towers Watson found that people with 
mental health disorders make six times as 
many ER visits as the general population 
and submit up to four times as many 
health care claims. Without accessible, 
high-quality, mental health services 
available in-network–including preventive 
care–employees in need may either forgo 
treatment or turn to pricey out-of-network 
care or medical visits that often fail to 
address their underlying needs.

Key drivers of rising 
mental health-related 
insurance plan costs 

• Out-of-network care
• Emergency care
• Untreated mental health 

conditions
• Extended, ineffective 

treatment
• Escalated care needs

https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/mental-health-parity-in-the-us-have-we-made-any-real-progress
https://www.nami.org/Support-Education/Publications-Reports/Public-Policy-Reports/Out-of-Network-Out-of-Pocket-Out-of-Options-The/Mental_Health_Parity2016.pdf
https://get.lyrahealth.com/rs/359-GQR-502/images/state-of-mental-health-report-2021.pdf
https://get.lyrahealth.com/rs/359-GQR-502/images/state-of-mental-health-report-2021.pdf
https://clinica.ispa.pt/ficheiros/areas_utilizador/user11/41._the_psychotherapy_dose-response_effect_a.pdf
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/09/26/employers-are-starting-to-think-about-healthy-differently.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/09/26/employers-are-starting-to-think-about-healthy-differently.html
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of spending–for factors such as reduced 
work output or recruiting and training new 
employees–must be better understood 
as the economic result of individual and 
organizational mental health challenges. 
Identifying these day-to-day costs is 
key to building a sustainable health plan 
ROI model, not to mention a healthy and 
productive workforce.

More than one in three employers surveyed 
at the end of 2020 reported investing 
in programs and perks like employee 
engagement surveys, fitness programs, 
and catered snacks and lunches, all in 
hopes of boosting workplace culture. This 
more superficial approach hasn’t been 
shown to improve employee well-being 
or engagement, and is even less likely 
to have an impact as more workplaces 
go hybrid or fully remote. According to a 
recent survey from Kansas State University 
and the University of Missouri’s Novak 
Leadership Institute, most employees 
between the ages of 21 and 34 care more 
about how respected and engaged 

Unaddressed mental health 
challenges lead to lost 
productivity 

Inadequate mental health care support 
leads to loss of productivity as a result of 
both presenteeism and absenteeism. The 
financial burden of lost productivity among 
workers with major depression alone is 
estimated at up to $51 billion annually. One 
study of more than 6,000 employees found 
that those with depressive symptoms 
were seven times as likely to experience 
“decreased effectiveness” at work than 
peers without depression. And in another 
study of a large financial services firm, 
workers experiencing depression were far 
likelier to struggle with time management, 
mental functioning, and interpersonal 
communication, resulting in less work 
output overall. 

they feel at work than “fun” benefits like 
workplace happy hours.

“It’s more important to evolve the 
culture,” said Joe Grasso, PhD, a clinical 
psychologist and Lyra’s senior director 
of workforce mental health. “To ensure 
employees feel engaged and supported, 
employers should prioritize elements like 
psychological safety and mental wellness 
over trendy office perks. Having a quality 
mental health benefit is a part of 
that equation.”

Operational costs 

Research has demonstrated that mental 
illness and substance use disorders 
also lead employers to spend billions of 
dollars each year on lost productivity, 
engagement, and employee turnover. 
Unfortunately, most companies don’t 
understand or connect these operational 
costs related to untreated or undertreated 
mental health conditions. This category 

https://journalism.missouri.edu/2021/07/study-young-workers-now-value-respect-over-fun-perks-in-the-workplace/
https://journalism.missouri.edu/2021/07/study-young-workers-now-value-respect-over-fun-perks-in-the-workplace/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1924724/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/11816664/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/11816664/
https://psyflex.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/medical_conditions_and_presenteeism.pdf
https://psyflex.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/medical_conditions_and_presenteeism.pdf
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/196767
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Lacking mental health 
support leads to higher 
turnover

Employee turnover is another expensive 
byproduct of unaddressed workforce 
mental health challenges. Employees 
with depression experience much higher 
job turnover than those without it, even if 
they’re able to keep up with the demands 
of their jobs. As HR leaders are well aware, 
this turnover means more recruiting, hiring, 
and training, which conservative estimates 
put at 50 percent or more of an employee’s 
annual salary. 

Actuarial study validates 
that Lyra reduces overall 
medical spending 

Aon’s newly published actuarial study 
shows similar results to what Lyra’s 
internal analyses have uncovered–when 
companies offer comprehensive mental 
health benefits with Lyra, they see 
measurable reductions in overall medical 
claims costs for Lyra participants. 

The impact of partnering with Lyra 
extends to measurable medical plan cost 
efficiencies for organizations, Aon’s study 
found. The below table shows the total 
average reductions four large companies 
saw for key health plan costs within two 
years of partnering with Lyra.

Annual cost to U.S. employers as a 
result of lost productive work time 
due to mental health conditions

$226 billion

The ROI of workforce 
mental health

Once employers understand the costs 
of unaddressed workforce mental 
health challenges, they can model 
the value of investment in employees’ 
mental health and the corresponding 
returns to the business. It also becomes 
possible to connect cost reductions in 
key operational areas such as employee 
turnover, engagement, absenteeism, and 
productivity back to the investment in their 
employees’ mental health. 

Presenteeism

When someone is on the job but 
not fully functional due to an 
underlying health condition.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4283817/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4283817/
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/trends-and-forecasting/special-reports-and-expert-views/Documents/Retaining-Talent.pdf
https://www.nationalpartnership.org/our-work/resources/economic-justice/paid-sick-days/lost-productive-work-time-american-productivity-audit.pdf
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Companies that offer Lyra are spending 
significantly less on medical claims for 
members who use Lyra services for mental 
health care than those who get care 
through their health plans, Aon’s study 
shows. This is true across multiple care 
spending categories, including therapy 
and physician costs, mental health 
inpatient and facility spending, total 
prescription drug spending, and even 
non-mental health-related medical care 
costs. When they accessed care through 
Lyra, the study showed participants were 

less likely to resort to costly mental health 
services through their medical plans.

These results are similar to Lyra’s own 
analysis, which finds that shifting 
existing behavioral health spending from 
employers’ health plans to a proven, 
dedicated mental health benefit means 
members get evidence-based care that 
yields far better mental health outcomes 
compared to traditional health plans 
and EAPs. This means fewer members 
resort to costly emergency room visits, 
ineffective therapies, or behavioral health 
medications under their health plan.

Lyra drives workplace 
productivity gains from 
mental health care

“When people get treatment and get 
better, they’re able to re-engage in the 
world and activities in a meaningful 
way,” said Dr. Smita Das, a psychiatrist 
specializing in treating substance use 
disorders and conditions from depression 
to schizophrenia, and Lyra’s medical 
director of psychiatry. Therapy and 
medication have been shown to be highly 
effective at helping people improve and 
recover from common conditions like 
anxiety and depression and regain their 
footing at work. 

To measure the productivity of members 
who seek care with Lyra, we use the 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01969/full#B9
https://www.academia.edu/14087309/The_Psychotherapy_Dose_Response_Effect_and_Its_Implications_for_Treatment_Delivery_Services
https://www.academia.edu/14087309/The_Psychotherapy_Dose_Response_Effect_and_Its_Implications_for_Treatment_Delivery_Services
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High-quality mental 
health benefits drive 
employee retention

Providing comprehensive mental health 
benefits can also help companies attract 
and retain top talent–an increasingly 
urgent priority for those looking to stem 
the rising tide of worker resignations. Most 
workers today–71 percent according to 
a recent Lyra survey–cite a prospective 
employer’s mental health benefits as an 
important factor when considering a new 
job, and three-quarters of millennial and 
Gen Z employees say they’ve left a job for 
mental health-related reasons. 

On the other hand, employees take note 
when their company does more than just 
talk about supporting workforce well-
being.“It’s great to know that I have [the 
Lyra] benefit available for me, and that it’s 
something that our company does really 

Employees reap the 
invaluable rewards of 
high-quality care

“As a high performer, I always want to be 

the best. I want to be giving it all, and this 

can cause incredible anxiety for me,” said 

Brianna, a young professional who receives 

therapy through Lyra. Before getting 

therapy, she said, “I was not able to take 

care of myself.”

“The results [from therapy] are incredible. 

I feel more resilient, I feel present, I feel 

grounded, whether that’s in my professional 

space or in my home space, and it makes 

my life and that of people around me so 

much better,” she said.

Aurora Zamora, who works in the 

technology industry, said the skills she has 

learned working with her Lyra therapist 

help her better cope with day-to-day 

stress and anxiety.

“Whereas when stuff would bother me 

before, now I [have] that pause, and it’s 

like, ‘OK, that doesn’t make me so anxious 

anymore,’” she said. “Or, I know what tool 

to use in this circumstance.”

And Erin,* a working mom who described 

her “state of panic” after learning her 

young son was showing signs of autism and 

would need to undergo testing, said that 

therapy through Lyra has been invaluable. 

“I’ve never had such a good therapist, and 

I feel lighter and can better manage my 

emotions,” she said.

*Name has been changed

Work Limitations Questionnaire (WLQ), 
a validated third-party measure that’s 
the industry standard for measuring 
productivity. The results demonstrate that:

of members in the clinical range who seek 
care with Lyra show improved productivity 

levels on the WLQ index measure.

70%

https://www.cnbc.com/2021/06/24/workers-are-quitting-their-jobs-to-prioritize-their-mental-health.html
https://www.mindsharepartners.org/mentalhealthatworkreport
https://www.mindsharepartners.org/mentalhealthatworkreport
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/286818004_The_work_limitations_questionnaire


The Value and Impact of Workforce Mental Health10

promote for employees,” said Channing 
McCabe, a U.S.-based technology industry 
worker. “It feels like they care about me as 
a person. It’s not just work, work, work all 
the time, they want you to show up as your 
best self.”

Aurora Zamora, another tech industry 
employee, voiced similar sentiments about 
her workplace’s dedicated mental health 
benefit. “It just makes you appreciate the 
employer that you work for, and it makes 
you want to stay,” she said. “At the end of 
the day, I work for a company that values 
me as a person, and it makes me want to 
give my best output.”

Lyra’s own findings emphasize the 
relationship between comprehensive 
mental health support and employee 
retention. Based on an analysis of 
companies that offer the Lyra benefit, 
employees who use their Lyra benefit 
are almost twice as likely to stay with 
the company as those who don’t use 
it. This includes people who leave the 
organization for any reason. We found that 
16 percent of employees who didn’t use 
Lyra left the company within a 12-month 
period compared to 9 percent of all Lyra 
clients who left the company within the 
same timeframe.

Taking into account the number of 
employees at a given company, plus 
research estimating the cost of hiring and 
training a new employee at 50 percent 

or more of that employee’s salary, Lyra 
can project meaningful savings linked to 
lower turnover. For example, if a company’s 
median employee salary is $90,000, 
the cost of replacing that employee is 
about $45,000. Considering employee 
headcounts and the rate of Lyra members 
who typically stay with their company, the 
savings an organization can expect to see 
annually quickly add up.
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Methodology

Health plan claims cost 
efficiency data

Professional services firm Aon’s new Lyra 
Health Cost Efficiency Analysis report 
analyzed Lyra’s impact on four customer 
companies’ health plan spending from 
2018 to 2019. Aon’s analysis is based 
on its Cost Efficiency Measurement 
(CEM) methodology; an actuarial study 
measuring the cost impact on the 
medical plans comparing experience from 
employees and dependents who engaged 
with Lyra services, relative to those who 
utilized the standard medical benefit for 
similar mental health needs. 

The study analyzed 2018 and 2019 medical 
and pharmacy claims from more than 
40,000 individuals who accessed health 
care through benefits provided by four Lyra 
customers, representing diverse industries 
such as consumer goods, manufacturing, 
technology and transportation. This 
analysis included high-quality controls 
for members’ geographic locations, 
demographics, and mental and physical 
health comorbidities.

For more information on Aon’s Cost 
Efficiency Analysis methodology and 
findings, see the full report.

Analyzing the impact to 
productivity

To measure the productivity of members 
who seek care with Lyra, we use the 
Work Limitations Questionnaire (WLQ), 
a validated third-party measure that’s 
the industry standard for measuring 
productivity. 

The results demonstrate that 70 percent 
of members in the clinical range who seek 
care with Lyra show improved productivity 
levels on the WLQ index measure. 

To calculate savings, we first estimate the 
number of members who will use Lyra in 
the first year, and are within the clinical 
range based on the GAD-7 and PHQ-9. We 
then multiply  by the percent of members 
that improve or recover, the average 
amount of productivity improvement (how  
much more productive employees are), 
and factor in the estimated value of that 
productivity using the average employee 
salary.

Assuming a median annual salary of 
$75,000, we multiply the number of 
projected employees who use Lyra with the 
increased productivity percentage and the 
annual salary to arrive at the projected 
savings that a company will see from an 
improvement in productivity.

https://get.lyrahealth.com/rs/359-GQR-502/images/LYRA-Lyra-Cost-Efficiency-Analysis-Report.pdf 
https://get.lyrahealth.com/rs/359-GQR-502/images/LYRA-Lyra-Cost-Efficiency-Analysis-Report.pdf 
https://get.lyrahealth.com/rs/359-GQR-502/images/LYRA-Lyra-Cost-Efficiency-Analysis-Report.pdf 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/286818004_The_work_limitations_questionnaire
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Estimating the impact to 
turnover and retention

Based on employee headcounts and 
eligibility files from Lyra’s partner 
companies over a year-long period, the 
retention savings estimate assumes that 
on average, 16 percent of employees 
leave the company over 12 months. 
Instead of the normal 16 percent turnover 
rate, employees who see a Lyra provider 
experience a 9 percent turnover rate. 
We statistically control for age, gender, 
geography, and job tenure to ensure our 
results are not skewed by the profile of 
employees who use Lyra.
Research shows that the costs of recruiting 
and training a new employee are 50 
percent or more of the annual salary for 
that role. If the median employee’s salary 
is $90,000 then the cost of replacing the 
average employee is $45,000. We can 
then calculate the economic return to a 
company of keeping more employees in 
their jobs over 12 months.
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About Lyra Health
Lyra Health, a leading provider of innovative mental health benefits for more than 2 million 

U.S. employees and dependents, is transforming mental health care by creating a frictionless 

experience for members, providers, and employers. Using matching technology and an 

innovative digital platform, Lyra connects companies and their employees—plus spouses and 

children—to world-class therapists, mental health coaches, and personalized medication 

prescribing. Leading self-insured employers partner with Lyra to tailor value-driven mental 

health benefits programs specific to their workforce. With Lyra, benefits leaders can offer 

employees fast, reliable access to clinicians who practice evidence-based mental health care 

approaches that have been proven effective. For more information, visit: lyrahealth.com, and 

follow us on LinkedIn, Facebook, and Twitter.

http://lyrahealth.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/lyra-health
https://www.facebook.com/lyrahealth/
https://twitter.com/lyrahealth?lang=en

