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Editor’s comment

Debbie Lovewell-Tuck | editor
Employee Benefits

When this research was conducted, the UK was slowly beginning to ease out of lockdown. 
The unprecedented nature of the Covid-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic and speed at which it 
progressed, resulted in organisations having to make fundamental, seismic changes to their 
business and ways of working in a very short space of time. 

Unsurprisingly, employee health and wellbeing has remained a key concern for 
organisations throughout this period. Just under half (46%) of this year’s respondents 
said the pandemic has increased their focus on employees’ health and wellbeing, while  
a further 46% said that they already offered a comprehensive package of health and 
wellbeing benefits.

In many cases, the rapid move to remote working meant employers had to rethink 
some of the health and wellbeing benefits offered to staff, with many moving to offer 
online fitness classes, virtual GP services and telephone or online counselling services, for 
example.

As well as the physical threat from Covid-19 itself, employees had to suddenly contend 
with issues such as reduced opportunities for exercise, a potentially more sedentary way 
of working, and changes to their working environment, all of which had the potential to 
impact their physical health. In response, many employers took steps to ensure staff were 
aware of the support available to them, with approximately two-thirds (65%) actively 
signposting employees to available guidance and support, and 62% increasing 
communications around the health and wellbeing benefits that they offer. 

Inevitably, the pandemic also impacted individuals’ mental wellbeing, be it as a result 
of isolation, bereavement and grief, concerns over job security or financial issues, or 
stress associated with the pandemic itself, to name but a few possible causes. As a result, 
just under half (48%) of respondents have taken a more proactive approach to employees’ 
mental health and wellbeing.

The pandemic looks set to leave a lasting impact on health and wellbeing strategies, 
with 26% of respondents reviewing their organisation’s long-term approach to mental 
wellbeing, and 18% doing the same for their approach to physical wellbeing.

With predictions of a second wave of the virus due to hit the UK this winter and, at the 
time of writing, no sign of an imminent roll out of a vaccine, employers could well be 
dealing with the impact of Covid-19 for some time to come. It will be interesting to see 
what legacy it leaves
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Key findings
The survey, which was conducted in July 2020 among readers of www.employeebenefits.co.uk, received 200 responses. Respondents are 

involved in the purchase of healthcare benefits at their organisation, either as a primary decision maker or a decision influencer.

46% 63% 65%

73% 76%

54%

62% 52%

89% 30%
have increased their 

organisation’s focus on 
employee health and 
wellbeing since the 

Covid-19 (Coronavirus) 
pandemic

provide wellbeing  
benefits, with flu 

vaccinations (51%) and 
workstation health audits 

(50%) being the most 
popular

have signposted available 
support around physical 

health and wellbeing  
during the pandemic,  
while 62% increased 

communications

 cite minor ailments such  
as colds being the top 

reason for absence, 
alongside mental health 

issues (40%)

actively measure sickness 
absence levels, with 
employees taking an 

average of three to five 
days off sick over the past 

12 months

increased focus on mental 
health, with employee 

assistance programmes 
(89%) and flexible working 
or work-life balance (73%) 

being the most popular 

 who do not have a mental 
health strategy are 

currently designing a 
support strategy or plan to 

introduce support in the 
next 12 months

have placed a greater  
focus on communicating 

benefits in the past 12 
months, with 44% planning 

on doing so over the  
next 12 months

provide an employee 
assistance programme as a 

core benefit, making this 
the most popular form of 

support or counselling 
service

have introduced specific 
health policies and/or 

benefits to support 
employees during the 

Covid-19 pandemic

Number of employees in respondents’ organisations

9% 4% 29% 12% 9% 24% 3% 10%

Organisation type

1-
9

10
-4

9

50
-2

4
9

25
0

-4
99

4
0

0
-9

99

1,0
0

0
-4

,9
99

5,
0

0
0

-9
,9

99

10
,0

0
0

  
O

R
 M

O
R

E

Sample: All respondents

65% 21% 9% 6%

PRIVATELY OWNED PUBLICLY QUOTED PUBLIC SECTOR VOLUNTARY SECTOR

http://www.employeebenefits.co
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 THEY SIGNPOST EMPLOYEES TO AVAILABLE GUIDANCE AND SUPPORT   65% 

 THEY HAVE INCREASED COMMUNICATIONS AROUND THE HEALTH   62%
 AND WELLBEING BENEFITS THEY OFFER   

 THEY HAVE COMMUNICATED THE HEALTH AND WELLBEING   56%
 BENEFITS ON OFFER TO EMPLOYEES  

 THEY HAVE PRODUCED INFORMATION ON WAYS TO REMAIN HEALTHY   51%
 DURING LOCKDOWN TO SHARE WITH STAFF  

 THEY HAVE TAKEN A MORE PROACTIVE APPROACH TO EMPLOYEES’   31% 
 PHYSICAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING 

 THEY HAVE INTRODUCED A VIRTUAL GP SERVICE   22% 

 THEY ARE REVIEWING THEIR LONG-TERM STRATEGY AROUND   18%
 EMPLOYEES’ PHYSICAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING  

 THEY HAVE INTRODUCED ONLINE FITNESS CLASSES   17% 

 THEY ALREADY OFFERED COMPREHENSIVE SUPPORT   12% 

 THEY HAVE INTRODUCED BENEFITS WITH ADDED EXTRAS (FOR EXAMPLE,   10% AN EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAMME WITH A VIRTUAL GP SERVICE)  

 THEY HAVE EXTENDED OR ENHANCED THEIR SICK PAY POLICY   9% 

 THEY HAVE INTRODUCED ACCESS TO NUTRITIONAL INFORMATION   7% 

 THEY HAVE REVIEWED THEIR PRIVATE MEDICAL INSURANCE (PMI) COVER   5% 

 THEY HAVE REVIEWED HOW THEY SUPPORT STAFF ON   4% LONG-TERM SICKNESS ABSENCE  

 THEY HAVE REVIEWED THEIR GROUP RISK BENEFITS TO BETTER   3% SUPPORT STAFF WITH LONG-TERM ABSENCE 

 THEY ARE REVIEWING WHAT THEY OFFER IN THIS AREA   3% 

 IT HAS NOT, THEY DID NOT FEEL IT WAS NECESSARY   2%

 OTHER   4%  

Sample: All respondents (94) 

Covid-19
The pandemic has prompted employers to focus on the support offered and communications with staff

Tynan Barton | features editor
Employee Benefits

How the Covid-19 pandemic has prompted respondents to make changes to their healthcare  
strategy to support employees’ physical health and wellbeing 

The Covid-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic has caused seismic shifts in all areas of business and people 
management; the health and wellbeing of employees is no exception. In our survey, which was 
conducted in June 2020 at the height of the UK lockdown, almost half (46%) of respondents had 
increased their organisation’s focus on employee health and wellbeing. Additionally, 46% were 
confident that they already had a comprehensive health and wellbeing package that would support 
their employees through these difficult times. 

With the majority of organisations supporting a largely dispersed, home-working employee 
base, looking after their physical health has presented a huge challenge. It is unsurprising then 
that the most common changes made to support employees’ physical health have been to signpost 
staff to available guidance and support (65%), increased communications around the health and 
wellbeing benefits on offer at the organisation (62%), and communicated the health and 
wellbeing benefits on offer to staff (56%). 

Another route employers have taken is to 
produce information on how employees can 
remain healthy during lockdown (51%). Despite 
the challenging circumstances, employers have 
also introduced new schemes to support the 
physical health of employees: these include the 
introduction of a virtual GP service (22%), 
online fitness classes (17%), benefits with 
added extras, such as an employee assistance 
programme with a virtual GP service (10%), 
and access to nutritional information (7%). 

Employees working from home for an 
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 THEY HAVE INCREASED COMMUNICATIONS AROUND THE SUPPORT   69%
 AVAILABLE TO EMPLOYEES  

 THEY HAVE TAKEN A MORE PROACTIVE APPROACH TO EMPLOYEES’  48%
 MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING   

 THEY ENSURE THEY ARE IN REGULAR CONTACT WITH EMPLOYEES   48% 

 THEY SIGNPOST EMPLOYEES TO AVAILABLE GUIDANCE AND SUPPORT   43% 

 THEY HAVE INTRODUCED VIRTUAL TEAM EVENTS   34% 

 THEY ARE REVIEWING THEIR LONG-TERM STRATEGY AROUND EMPLOYEES’  26% MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING   

 THEY HAVE INTRODUCED MINDFULNESS SESSIONS   17% 

 THEY ALREADY OFFERED COMPREHENSIVE SUPPORT  13% 

 THEY HAVE INTRODUCED FINANCIAL WELLBEING SUPPORT   10% 

 THEY HAVE INTRODUCED MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AIDERS   9% 

 THEY HAVE LAUNCHED A DIGITAL MENTAL HEALTH PLATFORM   8% 

 THEY HAVE LAUNCHED A MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT NETWORK   7% 

 THEY HAVE INTRODUCED ACCESS TO TELEPHONE OR   7% ONLINE COUNSELLING SERVICES  

 THEY ARE REVIEWING WHAT THEY OFFER IN THIS AREA   5% 

 THEY HAVE INTRODUCED AN EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAMME   3% 

 IT HAS NOT, THEY DID NOT FEEL IT WAS NECESSARY   3% 

 OTHER   3% 

Sample: All respondents (88) 

How the Covid-19 pandemic has prompted respondents to make any changes to their healthcare strategy to 
support employees’ mental health and wellbeing 

 
YES

THEY 
HAVE

THEY ALREADY OFFERED A COMPREHENSIVE  
PACKAGE OF HEALTH AND WELLBEING BENEFITS

THEY 
HAVE NOT

NO 

IT IS TOO 
EARLY TO TELL

DO NOT 
KNOW

DO NOT 
KNOW

46%

12%

46%

18%

3%

58%

6%

12%

Has the Covid-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic increased respondents’ focus on employee health and wellbeing?

Whether respondents have seen an increase in take up of health and wellbeing benefits during  
the Covid-19 pandemic

Sample: All respondents (101)

Sample: All respondents (91)

extended period have been faced with new pressures; many have had to juggle work with caring 
responsibilities for children or elderly relatives, while video calls have replaced face-to-face 
meetings. The lockdown rules meant that many employees were faced with periods of isolation 
with little contact with other people. To help combat this, respondents put in measures to support 
the mental health and wellbeing of staff. The most common actions taken, as with physical health 
support, were focused around ensuring employees were fully aware of the help that is available to 
them: respondents increased communications around the support available to employees (69%), 
ensured they kept up regular contact with employees (48%), took a proactive approach to mental 
health and wellbeing (48%), and signposted employees to available guidance and support (43%). 

The pandemic has also prompted employers to introduce new mental health and wellbeing 
support that can be accessed remotely to help employees during this time. This included making 
use of video call technology and the introduction of virtual team events (34%), the introduction of 

mindfulness sessions (17%), financial 
wellbeing support (10%), mental health first 
aiders (9%), a digital mental health platform 
(8%), access to telephone or online counselling 
services (8%) and a mental health support 
network (7%). 

Despite employers having sufficient 
provisions in place, the majority of 
respondents (58%) believe that at this time it  
is too early to tell whether there has been an 
increase in take up of health and wellbeing 
benefits during the pandemic
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 ACHIEVE A SENSIBLE WORK-LIFE BALANCE   86%

 TAKE FULL HOLIDAY ENTITLEMENT  77% 

 REDUCE STRESS  69%

 MAINTAIN MENTAL HEALTH RESILIENCE  67% 

 VISIT HEALTHCARE PROFESSIONALS WHEN NEEDED IN A TIMELY MANNER    64% 

 MANAGE WORKPLACE RELATIONSHIPS  48% 

 BUILD EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE  46%

 EAT HEALTHILY  44% 

 KEEP FIT  44% 

 ACHIEVE FINANCIAL WELLBEING  38% 

 REDUCE PRESENTEEISM  33%

 GO FOR HEALTH SCREENINGS  29% 

 USE ALCOHOL SENSIBLY  20%

 STOP SMOKING  20% 

 STOP USING ILLEGAL DRUGS OR SUBSTANCES  17% 

 TACKLE OBESITY  15% 

 NONE OF THE ABOVE  1%

Sample: All respondents (87)

Strategy
Helping staff achieve a good work-life balance and maintain mental resilience remain key aims

Julie Gilbert | interim deputy editor
Employee Benefits

What respondents believe their organisation has a duty of care to encourage employees to do

Even though the Covid-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic has had a significant impact on our lives, not 
much has changed when it comes to the top obligations and focus for employers towards their 
employees in 2020. 

For the 15th consecutive year, the majority (86%) of respondents believe they have a duty of 
care to encourage employees to achieve a sensible work-life balance. Ensuring employees take 

their full holiday entitlement (77%), helping 
employees to reduce stress (69%), and 
maintaining mental resilience (67%) have also 
consistently remained important among 
respondents over the years.

YES NO
NO, BUT THEY ARE 

PLANNING ON DOING SO

39% 35% 25%

Do respondents offer an integrated wellness strategy incorporating physical, mental, emotional 
and financial wellbeing?

Sample: All respondents (71)

The proportion of respondents that offer an integrated wellness strategy, incorporating physical, 
mental, emotional and financial wellbeing has remained relatively consistent since this question 
was first asked in 2017. 

This year, however, there has been a slight movement that sees 39% take an integrated, 
holistic approach, compared to 32% in 2019 and 33% in 2018.

The proportion that are planning to move towards an integrated strategy has decreased 
significantly, with 25% planning to do so compared to 35% last year. All aspects of employee 
wellbeing have now proven to impact key business issues, which is even more pertinent with the 

Covid-19 pandemic having caused an instant 
transient workforce. Furthermore, the impact 
of one area of wellbeing on another, for 
example the toll financial stress can take on 
mental and even physical wellness, particularly 
in the current climate, suggests that employers 
that take an inclusive approach are likely to 
reap the benefits. 
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 REASONABLE COST  79%

 TO BOOST OVERALL EMPLOYEE WELLBEING  76%

 TO SUPPORT EMPLOYEE MENTAL WELLBEING  67% 

 A DESIRE TO SUPPORT EMPLOYEES   65% 

 THE RANGE OF BENEFITS OFFERED BY A PROVIDER  63%

 STAFF WANT THEM  57%

 TO BE SEEN AS AN EMPLOYER OF CHOICE  56%

 EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT  53% 

 TO REDUCE SICKNESS ABSENCE  45% 

 THEIR COMPETITORS OFFER THEM  34% 

 THE NEED TO SUPPORT AN INCREASINGLY DIVERSE WORKFORCE  29%

 THEY HAVE ALWAYS OFFERED THEM  27%

 LEGISLATIVE REQUIREMENTS  23%

 TO BOOST PRODUCTIVITY   22% 

 TO REDUCE PRESENTEEISM   21% 

 TO BE ABLE TO OFFER REHABILITATION  19% 

 THE COST OF BENEFITS VERSUS THE RISK OF NOT HAVING COVER  15%

 THE NEED TO TACKLE A SPECIFIC PROBLEM (SUCH AS MUSCULOSKELETAL ISSUES)  12%

 LEGACY SCHEME FROM MERGED ORGANISATION  11% 

 OTHER  2% 

Sample: all respondents (102)

The factors that influence respondents’ decisions to buy, or continue to offer, healthcare benefits

41%

More than a third (38%) of respondents do not know how much providing healthcare is 
estimated to cost their organisation; this proportion has decreased slightly since 2019, having 
stood at 41%. 

Among those that are aware of costs, respondents’ approximate healthcare spend has 
remained relatively consistent over the years. This year, 15% stated that they spend less than 1% 
of payroll, while 27% spend 1-3%. This compares with the 20% that spent less than 1% of payroll 
and 30% that spent 1-3% of payroll in 2013, for example. 

Reasonable cost continues to be the most important factor when it comes to respondents’ 
decisions to buy, or continue to offer, benefits since this question was first asked back in 2006.  
Given the financial impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, and the mounting pressure on 
organisations to reduce expenditure during this time, this is hardly surprising.

This year, boosting the overall wellbeing of employees remains an important deciding factor 
with 75% of respondents citing this as key, as well as 67% that support mental wellbeing and 

65% that have a general desire to support 
employees. There is a slow decline year-on-
year in the proportion of respondents that base 
benefits decisions on a provider’s range; this 
year 63% said they did so compared to 69% in 
2019 and 75% in 2018.

Given employers’ often considerable spend 
on healthcare benefits, the proportion that 
measure their return on investment (ROI) 
remains surprisingly low. However, it is 
inevitable that this will begin to change as a 
result of the financial constraints of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. ❯

The estimated cost to respondents of providing healthcare benefits

LESS THAN 1% 
OF PAYROLL

YES

1-3%  
OF PAYROLL

NO

4-6% 
OF PAYROLL

NO, BUT THEY 
ARE PLANNING 

TO DO SO

7-9% 
OF PAYROLL

MORE THAN 10% 
OF PAYROLL

DO NOT 
KNOW

Sample: All respondents (66)

15%

13%

27%

59%

8%

28%

11% 2% 38%

Do respondents calculate a return on investment for their healthcare benefits spend?

Sample: All respondents (91)
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What respondents feel their healthcare benefits have been successful in achieving? 

This year, being seen as a caring employer remains firmly at the top of the list when respondents 
consider what their healthcare benefits programme has been successful in achieving. Almost 72% 
said this was the case this year, compared to 69% in 2019 and 60% in 2018.

This focus on the employer’s external image may well reflect the issues relating to the 
Covid-19 pandemic and the public’s perception of an organisation. With an increasingly 
uncertain employment market, it has never been so important to retain and reassure employees.

Alongside duty of care (63%), good employee engagement now seems to have more of a 

pivotal focus than ever before, according to 
60% of this year’s respondents compared to 
49% in 2019. 

Improving the health and wellbeing of staff 
(52%) and signposting available support or 
resources to employees (58%) are also key 
areas of focus.  

 BEING SEEN AS A ‘CARING’ EMPLOYER  72% 

 PROVIDING A DUTY OF CARE  63% 

 IMPROVING THE HEALTH AND WELLBEING OF STAFF  60% 

 GOOD EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT  60% 

 SIGNPOSTING AVAILABLE SUPPORT OR RESOURCES TO EMPLOYEES  58% 

 IMPROVING THE MENTAL WELLBEING OF STAFF  53%

 GOOD STAFF RETENTION  52% 

  COMPLYING WITH HEALTH AND SAFETY REGULATIONS   46%

  EDUCATING EMPLOYEES ABOUT HEALTH ISSUES  45%

 GETTING EMPLOYEES BACK TO WORK AS SOON AS POSSIBLE   45% 

 PREVENTING FUTURE HEALTH ISSUES FOR STAFF  42% 

 BEING SEEN AS AN EMPLOYER OF CHOICE  41% 

 REDUCING WORKPLACE STRESS  41% 

 GOOD STAFF RECRUITMENT  35% 

 KEEPING SICKNESS ABSENCE LOW  34%

 IMPROVING PRODUCTIVITY  28% 

 REDUCING MUSCULOSKELETAL PROBLEMS  24%

 CONTROLLING COSTS   17% 

Sample: all respondents (83)
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 GREATER FOCUS ON COMMUNICATING BENEFITS  44%

 INCREASE FOCUS ON MENTAL WELLBEING SUPPORT  44%

 INCREASE FOCUS ON FINANCIAL WELLBEING SUPPORT   40%

 MOVE TO A HOLISTIC APPROACH COVERING MENTAL,  25%  
 PHYSICAL AND FINANCIAL HEALTH 

 INTRODUCE POLICIES AND/OR BENEFITS TO SUPPORT EMPLOYEES  25% DURING AND POST THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

 IMPLEMENT A NEW PLATFORM, HUB OR OTHER FORM OF  20%
 HEALTH BENEFITS TECHNOLOGY 

 INCREASE THE NUMBER OF HEALTH BENEFITS THEY OFFER  20%

 TAKE NO ACTION  20% 

 OFFER HEALTH BENEFITS THROUGH A STAFF-FUNDED  10% VOLUNTARY BENEFITS SCHEME 

 INCREASE THE NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES COVERED BY HEALTH BENEFITS  9%

 EXTEND HEALTH COVER TO EMPLOYEES’ FAMILIES  5%

 PLACE HEALTH BENEFITS WITHIN AN EMPLOYER-FUNDED   4%
 FLEXIBLE BENEFITS SCHEME 

Sample: all respondents (77)

 INCREASED FOCUS ON MENTAL WELLBEING SUPPORT  54%

 GREATER FOCUS ON COMMUNICATING BENEFITS  52%

 INCREASED THE NUMBER OF HEALTH BENEFITS THEY OFFER  35%

 INTRODUCED POLICIES AND/OR BENEFITS TO SUPPORT EMPLOYEES  30%
 DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

 INCREASED FOCUS ON FINANCIAL WELLBEING SUPPORT  24%

 INCREASED THE NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES COVERED BY HEALTH BENEFITS  23%

 IMPLEMENTED A NEW PLATFORM, HUB OR OTHER FORM OF  23% HEALTH BENEFITS TECHNOLOGY 

 MOVED TO A HOLISTIC APPROACH COVERING MENTAL,   20% PHYSICAL AND FINANCIAL HEALTH 

 TOOK NO ACTION   20%

 PLACED HEALTH BENEFITS WITHIN AN EMPLOYER-FUNDED   8% FLEXIBLE BENEFITS SCHEME 

 INTRODUCED AN EXCESS ON INSURANCE-BASED BENEFITS  6% 

 EXTENDED HEALTH COVER TO EMPLOYEES’ FAMILIES   5%

 OFFERED HEALTH BENEFITS THROUGH A STAFF-FUNDED   3% VOLUNTARY BENEFITS SCHEME 

 INTRODUCED HEALTH BENEFITS FOR THE FIRST TIME   3%

 OTHER  3% 

Sample: all respondents (74)

The actions respondents are likely to take in relation to health benefits in the next 12 months

The actions respondents have taken in relation to health benefits in the past 12 months

This year, the importance of mental health wellbeing was as prevalent as ever; although slightly 
down on 2019, 54% stated that it was a key focus compared to 60% last year. It will be interesting 
to see where it will be 12 months from now, with 44% of respondents likely to take action in the 
coming months. 

Communication still seems to be consistently at the forefront of employers’ minds according to 
52% of respondents, similar to 51% in 2019. Ensuring that employees are aware of, and engage 
with, the healthcare initiatives and products that are available to them, can be key to ensuring 
employers see a return on the investment in providing these benefits.

Increasing the number of healthcare benefits offered appears to be on the decline this year with 
35% currently planning to do so, compared to 44% in 2019. However, this might be due to the 
Coronavirus pandemic and a switch in priority for a number of organisations, with 30% of 
businesses having introduced policies and/or benefits to support employees during the pandemic. 
Furthermore, a quarter (25%) are prioritising this over the next 12 months during and post 

pandemic. It is interesting to see that financial 
support has decreased by five percentage 
points year on year  from 29% in 2019 to 24% 
in 2020, however, in the next 12 months, 40% 
of respondents say they will be looking at 
investing in this area.

The percentage of respondents that have 
taken no action around health benefits was at 
an all-time low in 2019 (12%) but this has crept 
up to 20% over the past 12 months and 
continues to look that way over the next 12 
(20%); again quite possibly a knock-on effect 
of the pandemic 
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11% 6% 5% 2% 78%

19% 22% 13% 5% 48%

12% 5%2% 3% 79%

3% 3% 2% 3% 89%

55% 6% 2% 8% 37%

79% 10% 2% 9% 13%LIFE ASSURANCE OR 
DEATH IN SERVICE

INCOME PROTECTION (ALSO CALLED 
PERMANENT HEALTH INSURANCE)

CRITICAL ILLNESS 
INSURANCE FOR EMPLOYEE

INCOME PROTECTION FOR 
EMPLOYEES’ DEPENDANTS

LIFE ASSURANCE FOR 
EMPLOYEES’ DEPENDANTS

CRITICAL ILLNESS INSURANCE 
FOR EMPLOYEES’ DEPENDANTS

PRIVATE MEDICAL INSURANCE 
(PMI) FOR EMPLOYEE

DENTAL INSURANCE 
FOR EMPLOYEE

PRIVATE MEDICAL INSURANCE 
(PMI) FOR EMPLOYEES’ DEPENDANTS

PERSONAL ACCIDENT 
INSURANCE FOR EMPLOYEE

DENTAL INSURANCE 
FOR EMPLOYEES’ DEPENDANTS

HEALTHCARE 
TRUST

PERSONAL ACCIDENT INSURANCE 
FOR EMPLOYEES’ DEPENDANTS

Benefits offered
Life assurance and private medical insurance remain popular core benefits

Louron Pratt | reporter
Employee Benefits

The group risk benefits that respondents’ organisations provide and how these are funded

The insurance benefits that respondents organisations provide and how these are funded

Among group risk benefits, life assurance or death in service has remained a popular benefit since 
2017, when 95% of employers offered it as a core benefit. This year, 79% offer this benefit on that 
basis, a slight decrease from 80% in 2019.  

Following this benefit in terms of popularity is income protection, which is offered as a core 
benefit by 55% of respondents. In 2019, this was offered by 58% of employers, a sharp decrease 
from the 73% that offered it in 2018.

Private medical insurance (PMI) has always been a popular employer-funded benefit, as offered by 
more than half (60%) of this year’s respondents. This is similar to previous years’ results, but the 
numbers have been decreasing: 58% offered it in 2019, 64% in 2018 and 77% in 2017, perhaps 
signifying that the cost of providing the benefit is putting pressure on employers’ benefits budgets.

A higher proportion of respondents extend PMI to employees’ dependants as a flexible benefit 
(27%) or as a voluntary benefit (26%), as opposed to a core benefit (18%).

In 2016, 40% of respondents offered dental insurance as a core benefit, however, this has seen 

The number of employers that offer  
critical illness insurance for employees as a 
core benefit has increased to 20% in 2020, 
compared to 17% of organisations which 
offered this in 2019. However in 2018, this  
was offered by 25%.

a sharp decline over recent years: 19% of this 
year’s respondents offered this as an 
employer-funded benefit. 

Dental insurance is more commonly offered 
as a flexible benefit, as cited by 22% that offer 
it to employees, and 22% that extend it to 
employees’ dependants.

CORE FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY BENEFIT BOTH EMPLOYER DO NOT OFFER 
BENEFIT BENEFIT (EMPLOYEE FUNDED) AND EMPLOYEE FUNDED  

CORE FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY BENEFIT BOTH EMPLOYER DO NOT OFFER 
BENEFIT BENEFIT (EMPLOYEE FUNDED) AND EMPLOYEE FUNDED  

60% 13% 6% 8% 22%

20% 19% 6% 5% 55%

2% 20% 6% 2% 73%

3% 7% 3% 2% 87%

5% 5% 0 3% 87%

22% 16%6% 3% 57%

18% 27% 26% 8% 29%

Source: all respondents (68)

Source: all respondents (67)
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54% 3% 0 6% 37%

17% 5% 7% 3% 67%

5% 050% 5% 40%

FLU 
VACCINATION

ACCESS TO MENTAL HEALTH OR WELLBEING 
APPS (SUCH AS WELLBEING TRACKING, 

MINDFULNESS EXERCISES)

REGULAR (OR EXAMPLE, ANNUAL) 
WORKSTATION HEALTH AUDITS

WELLBEING ADVICE 
OR WORKSHOPS

FREE FRUIT OR HEALTHY DRINKS,  
SUCH AS GREEN OR FRUIT TEAS

OPTICAL BENEFITS  
(ABOVE STATUTORY MINIMUM)

HEALTHY-EATING OPTIONS 
IN STAFF CANTEEN

SUBSIDISED GYM,  
SPORTS FACILITIES OR CLASSES

HEALTH SCREENING, WELL WOMAN  
OR WELL MAN CLINICS

ACCESS TO PHYSICAL HEALTH APPS  
(SUCH AS EXERCISE, NUTRITION)

ONLINE LIFESTYLE  
HEALTH ASSESSMENT

NUTRITION 
ADVICE

ALTERNATIVE THERAPIES (SUCH AS 
ACUPUNCTURE, MASSAGE AND SO ON)

FITNESS TRACKERS OR  
WEARABLE TECHNOLOGY

FERTILITY  
SUPPORT

GENDER REASSIGNMENT 
SUPPORT

The wellbeing benefits that respondents’ organisations provide and how these are funded 

More than half (54%) of respondents offer funded access to wellbeing apps, a 17 percentage point 
increase from the 37% of businesses that offered this benefit in 2019. This benefit has been 
steadily increasing  in popularity, as only three in 10 (30%) of businesses offered this benefit in 
2018, and 31% offered similar benefits in 2017. 

Flu vaccinations remain a popular benefit, offered by 51% of respondents, a slight increase 
from the 43% that offered this benefit in 2019. In 2017, regular workstation health audits were a 
popular benefit for employers, offered by just under half (49%). This has remained a commonly-
offered benefit and 50% offer regular health audits this year.  

Giving employees access to wellbeing advice 
and workshops has always been a popular 
benefit; in 2017 40% of respondents offered 
this, and this year 48% do so. Additionally, 
48% also offer free fruit or healthy drinks, such 
as green or fruit teas, a similar percentage to 
those in 2019 (50%) and an increase from the 
43% in 2018, and 40% in 2017 that did so.  ❯

CORE FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY BENEFIT BOTH EMPLOYER DO NOT OFFER 
BENEFIT BENEFIT (EMPLOYEE FUNDED) AND EMPLOYEE FUNDED  

44% 7% 5% 7% 39%

20% 12% 3% 3% 64%

12% 7% 14% 5% 63%

22% 9% 5% 2% 63%

26% 18% 21% 5% 36%

51% 2% 10% 5% 34%

5% 11% 4% 2% 79%

0 3% 2% 3% 91%

0 3% 0 5% 91%

48% 5% 5% 2% 40%

48% 7% 2% 2% 42%

3% 12%27% 5% 53%

22% 18% 15% 3% 47%

Source: all respondents (63)
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3% 7% 3% 2% 85%

5% 2% 0 3% 90%

13% 5% 7% 3% 73%

12% 3% 2% 2% 82%

HEALTH CASH PLAN 
FOR EMPLOYEES

HEALTH CASH PLAN FOR 
EMPLOYEES’ DEPENDANTS

HYBRID CASH PLAN /  
PMI FOR EMPLOYEES

HYBRID CASH PLAN /  
PMI FOR EMPLOYEES’ DEPENDANTS

The health cash plan benefits that respondents’ organisations provide and how these are funded

More than a quarter of employers (28%) offer a health cash plan for employees as a core benefit; a 
similar proportion to 2019 (24%). Additionally, a further 6% offer this benefit to employees’ 
dependants, a decrease from the 9% of businesses that did so in 2019. For dependants, health cash 

When offering occupational health benefits, the most common option for employers is to 
outsource to an occupational health practitioner or department, as cited by 38% of respondents 
this year. In 2017, 62% of employers offered this to employees. 

The proportion of employers that offer on-site occupational health support has decreased to 

Employee assistance programmes remain the most popular support or counselling benefits that 
organisations provide, as offered by 89% of respondents as a core benefit. Despite this large 
proportion, this has decreased slightly from the 93% that offered this benefit in 2019, and even 
further decreased from the 96% of employers that offered this scheme in both 2018 and 2017. 

A further 30% offer other types of stress counselling; this has been a popular benefit for 
employers to offer for many years, 42% offered this in 2018 and just under half (47%) offered it in 
2017. Just under one-quarter (24%) offer other types of debt, legal or family counselling, down 

plans are more commonly offered as a 
voluntary benefit, but are equally as popular, 
offered by 28% of respondents.

12% since 2017 when it was offered by 27%.
This year, 12% of respondents offer access 

to on-site gym or fitness classes, a decrease 
from the 21% that offered this benefit in 2017. 

from the 31% that offered this benefit in 2019 
and the 37% that did so in 2018. 

While the numbers this year show a slight 
decrease in the number of employers that offer 
counselling and support benefits, it will be 
interesting to see how this trend develops 
following the Covid-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic

CORE FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY BENEFIT BOTH EMPLOYER DO NOT OFFER 
BENEFIT BENEFIT (EMPLOYEE FUNDED) AND EMPLOYEE FUNDED  

28% 11% 16% 5% 47%

7% 5% 0 3% 86%

5% 5%3% 2% 85%

7% 13% 28% 3% 53%

Source: all respondents (62)

OUTSOURCED OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH 
PRACTITIONER OR DEPARTMENT

ON-SITE GYM OR 
FITNESS CLASSES

ON-SITE OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH 
PRACTITIONER OR DEPARTMENT

ON-SITE 
NURSE

ON-SITE 
DOCTOR

ON-SITE 
DENTIST

ON-SITE 
PHYSIOTHERAPIST

ON-SITE 
OPTICIAN

EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE 
PROGRAMME (EAP)

OTHER TYPES OF STRESS COUNSELLING 
(SUCH AS COGNITIVE BEHAVIOURAL THERAPY)

OTHER TYPES OF DEBT,  
LEGAL OR FAMILY COUNSELLING

The occupational health benefits that respondents’ organisations provide and how these are funded

The support/counselling health benefits that respondents’ organisations provide and how these are funded

CORE FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY BENEFIT BOTH EMPLOYER DO NOT OFFER 
BENEFIT BENEFIT (EMPLOYEE FUNDED) AND EMPLOYEE FUNDED  

CORE FLEXIBLE VOLUNTARY BENEFIT BOTH EMPLOYER DO NOT OFFER 
BENEFIT BENEFIT (EMPLOYEE FUNDED) AND EMPLOYEE FUNDED  

89% 0 0 1% 10%

3% 3% 2% 2% 92%

24% 2% 2% 2% 71%

2% 2% 0 2% 95%

2% 03% 3% 92%

38% 8% 0 3% 50%

30% 5% 3% 5% 58%

Source: all respondents (62)

Source: all respondents (101)
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 EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAMME  89% 

 FLEXIBLE WORKING OR WORK-LIFE BALANCE POLICIES  73% 

 ACCESS TO EDUCATION AND GUIDANCE FOR STAFF  58%
 (SUCH AS WORKSHOPS, ONLINE INFORMATION, AND SO ON)  

 TRAINED MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AIDERS WITHIN THE WORKFORCE  48% 

 DEDICATED TRAINING FOR LINE MANAGERS TO ENABLE THE PROVISION OF SUPPORT  46% 

 EMPLOYEE SUPPORT NETWORKS OR EMPLOYEE CHAMPIONS  46% 

 SPECIALIST COUNSELLING SERVICES (OTHER THAN THE EAP)  33% 

 ON-SITE OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH  23% 

 PARTNERSHIPS WITH RELEVANT CHARITIES  15% 

Sample: all respondents that have strategies in place (52) 

 THEY ARE IN THE PROCESS OF DESIGNING A MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT STRATEGY  31% 

 THEY ARE PLANNING TO INTRODUCE SUPPORT IN THE NEXT 12 MONTHS, 31%
 BUT DO NOT YET KNOW WHAT FORM THIS WILL TAKE  

 THEY DO NOT HAVE THE NECESSARY RESOURCES  31% 

 COST  13% 

 IT IS TOO SENSITIVE OR TABOO  6% 

 OTHER  6% 

Sample: All respondents answering that have no strategies in place (16)

Mental health
Supporting mental health remains a top priority for employers

Do respondents have specific strategies in place to support employees’ mental health in the workplace?

THEY DO THEY DO NOT 

73% 27%

Why respondents do not currently offer benefits and strategies to support employees’ mental health

The benefits and strategies offered by respondents to support employees’ mental health

Sample: all respondents that have strategies in place (73) 

Supporting the mental health of employees has long been a top priority for employers when 
setting out their healthcare strategy. This year, 73% of respondents stated that they have specific 
benefits and strategies in place to support employees’ mental health in the workplace. This 
continues the positive trend that has been improving since it stood at 52% in 2012.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the ever-changing situations that the country is faced with due 
to the Covid-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic, respondents which do not currently offer initiatives to 
support mental health in the workplace may have put plans on hold: there has been a drop in the 
percentage of respondents that are either in the process of designing a mental health support 
strategy, 31% compared to 41% in 2019, or are planning to introduce support in the next 12 
months, but do not yet know what form this will take: 31% compared to 50% last year. 

The benefits offered by employers to support the mental health of their employees has not seen 
much change in terms of the popularity of each initiative: 89% of employers still recognise the 
value of providing an employee assistance programme (EAP). This has been the most favoured 
benefit to support mental health in recent years. 

Additionally, offering flexible working or policies that support a work-life balance has always 

been a commonly offered benefit; this year  
73% of respondents offer it, compared to  
71% in 2019 and 56% in 2018. With the 
government-mandated rules for employees to 
work from home where they could during the 
pandemic, it will be interesting to see in what 
ways employers adapt their flexible-working 
rules in the future.  

The percentage of employers that offer 
trained mental health first aiders has  
increased from 38% in 2019, which was the 
first year we included this option in the survey, 
to 48% this year, demonstrating the 
importance that employers place on this 
valuable avenue of support

 

Tynan Barton | features editor
Employee Benefits
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 LESS THAN 1% 19%

 1% 7%

 2% 7%

 3% 7%

 4% 0

 5% 3%

 6-10% 1%

 MORE THAN 10% 3%

 DO NOT KNOW 55%

Sample: All respondents (75)

Sickness absence
Mental health and minor ailments remain major causes of sickness absence

Debbie Lovewell-Tuck | editor
Employee Benefits

The number of days sickness absence employees in respondents’ organisations take, on average, each year

Overall, three-quarters of respondents (76%) actively measure their organisation’s sickness 
absence levels. Considering these results over time, this figure has remained relatively consistent, 
despite some small fluctuations. In 2013, for example, 68% did so, while 70% in 2017 and 68% in 
2019 did the same. These represented a slight drop on previous surveys in 2010 and 2012, when 
closer to 80% actively measured sickness absence levels. 

Among organisations that do track sickness absence levels, an average of between three to five 
days per employee per year remains the most common occurrence. This is broadly in line with 
trends we have tracked over the years.

This year, the proportion of respondents that do not know the cost of sickness absence to their 

organisation remains high, with more than  
half (55%) saying this is the case. This is 
comparable to previous years’ results, with  
the same percentage having said the same in 
2018, for example.

Where respondents do measure the cost  
of sickness absence to their organisation, the 
majority continue to report that this costs  
3% or less of payroll per annum.

The percentage of payroll that absence costs respondents’ organisations per annum (including cost of 
temporary staff, loss of production time, and so on)

0 
DAYS

11-15 
DAYS

MORE 
THAN  

15 DAYS
DO NOT 
KNOW

DO  
NOT MEASURE 

SICKNESS 
ABSENCE 
LEVELS

24% 35% 9% 21% 4%4%

1%

3%

1-2 
DAYS 3-5 DAYS

6-10 
DAYS

Sample: All respondents (78)
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 MINOR AILMENTS, FLU, COLDS, FOOD POISONING 73%

 MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES SUCH AS ANXIETY OR DEPRESSION 40%

 MUSCULOSKELETAL AILMENTS 36%

 WORK-RELATED STRESS 16%

 SERIOUS ILLNESS 16%

 DO NOT KNOW 16%

 WORK-LIFE BALANCE PROBLEMS, SUCH AS CARE FOR ELDERLY 10%
 OR DISABLED ADULTS, OR CHILDCARE 

 COVID-19 (CORONAVIRUS) 8%

 LEISURE ACCIDENTS 6%

 WORK-RELATED ILLNESS 4%

 UNAUTHORISED HOLIDAYS  3%

 PAID ABSENCE SEEN AS ENTITLEMENT 3%

 LACK OF MOTIVATION 3%

 WORK ACCIDENTS 3%

 DRINK OR DRUGS 1%

 QUALITY OF MANAGEMENT 1%

Sample: All respondents (73)

The major causes of sickness absence in respondents’ organisations

Minor ailments, colds, flu and food poisoning continue to be the most common causes of sickness 
absence in respondents’ organisations, cited this year by 73%. This has consistently been the case 
over the years that we have been conducting this research, despite fluctuations in the proportion 
of respondents reporting this.

Once again, mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression, are the second most 
common cause of sickness absence among respondents to this year’s survey. 

Although positioned further down the list of causes of absence, the proportion of respondents 
that cite work-related stress as a cause of absence in their organisation has continued to increase. 

This year, 16% of respondents cited work-related stress as a cause of absence in their 
organisation, up from 13% in 2019 and just 3% in 2018. 

Although this might suggest rising incidence 
of work-related stress, it may also be indicative 
of a growing culture of openness in which 
employees feel more able to report absences  
as relating to mental health issues.

Reflecting the times we are currently living 
through, one in 10 respondents to this year’s 
research cited Covid-19 (Coronavirus) as one  
of the top three causes of absence among 
employees in their organisation.  ❯
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 FLEXIBLE WORKING 76%

 EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAMME 73%

 PRIVATE MEDICAL INSURANCE 61%

 COUNSELLING SERVICES 50%

 GROUP INCOME PROTECTION 49%

 ENHANCED SICK PAY 45%

 EXTENDED SICK LEAVE 39%

 HEALTH CASH PLANS 32%

 CRITICAL ILLNESS INSURANCE  26%

 FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE TO COVER CONSULTATIONS OR TESTS 5%

 THEY DO NOT CURRENTLY OFFER SUPPORT TO EMPLOYEES 3%
 WITH LONG-TERM HEALTH ISSUES 

 OTHER 1%

Sample: All respondents (74)

41% 40% 19%

The proportion of respondents that have a strategy in place to manage sickness absence

How respondents cater for employees with long-term health issues

THEY 
DO 

THEY 
DO NOT 

 

THEY DO NOT BUT THEY 
ARE PLANNING TO DO SO

Sample: All respondents (75) 

Despite the cost of sickness absence to organisations, just 41% of respondents have a strategy in 
place to manage this. This has changed little over the past three years with this percentage 
fluctuating between 39% and 42%. 

A further fifth of respondents say that they are planning to introduce an absence 
management strategy, however, this represents a fall on the proportion that were planning to 
do so in previous years. Although the numbers this year are relatively small, where respondents 
do have a strategy in place to manage sickness absence, work-life balance or flexible-working 

policies, the provision of access to care, 
return-to-work interviews, health promotion 
or education, and early intervention by line 
managers are the key tools employed by 
respondents to manage absence. This is  
in line with those used by respondents to 
2019’s survey.

The most popular methods of supporting employees with long-term health issues have not 
changed since this question was introduced in 2018. 

The order in which the top two appear in the chart this year, however, has shifted with flexible 
working leapfrogging employee assistance programmes (EAPs). This year, however, is the first 
time we have separated out EAPs and other counselling services, offered by 50% of respondents, 

which may partially account for this move. 
Private medical insurance and group income 
protection also remain key benefits through 
which respondents support employees with 
long-term health issues
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Looking ahead
What long-term health and wellbeing lessons  

can employers learn from the pandemic? 

Sam Barrett | freelance journalist

From key workers who remained on the front-line to office staff with makeshift desks in 
the spare room, the Covid-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic has affected everyone. And, while it 
forced organisations to take a different approach to employee health and wellbeing, there 
are a number of lessons that will shape their strategies for years to come. 

Importantly, the pandemic has ensured that employee health and wellbeing is now 
firmly on the agenda. Charles Alberts, head of health management at Aon, says: “It’s 
become a c-suite priority. Employers are recognising that they have a responsibility 
when it comes to employee health. We’ve seen an increase in organisations looking to 
take on chief medical officers or directors of wellbeing, or to outsource this role to 
occupational health experts.” 

As well as taking employee health more seriously, the pandemic has also influenced 
the type of support organisations need to offer their workforces. While some employers 
have had to make real adjustments to safety to enable their businesses to stay open, 
others have had to adapt to support employees working from home, says Brett Hill, 
distribution director at Towergate Health and Protection. 

“Once there’s a vaccine, employers may be able to remove measures such as social 
distancing and one-way systems in the workplace but remote working is here to stay,” 

 • Greater awareness of mental health problems 
associated with Covid-19 (Coronavirus) will 
make employers and employees more 
comfortable to discuss this area of health.  

 • The pandemic could drive health and 
wellbeing benefit redesign, with greater  
focus on prevention, digital services  
and personalisation. 

 • Organisations are seeking more frequent 
feedback from employees to better 
understand any arising health issues and 
demonstrate they care.

NEED TO KNOW

he explains. “Employees like the flexibility it brings 
but employers also need to be aware that it has its 
own health risks including more musculoskeletal 
and mental health problems.”

Mental health 
Whether employees are in the workplace or at home, 
the virus has also resulted in a significant increase in 
mental health problems. 

Eugene Farrell, mental health lead at Axa PPP 
Healthcare, says: “Many people are anxious about 
the virus. Some will be experiencing grief and, 
especially among those working from home, there 
can be problems relating to isolation and burnout.” 

Given this increase, Kevin Thomson, corporate 
healthcare director at Nuffield Health, believes the 
oft-quoted statistic that one in four people will 
experience a mental health condition in any year is 
set to shift to one in two. “Employers will need to 
have a strong culture of help and support to ensure 
that employees feel valued and able to ask for 
help,” he adds. 

While supporting these employees may pose a 
challenge to employers, many see the increased 
awareness of mental health problems as a positive 
for longer-term strategies. “It’s amplified the 
mental health conversation,” explains Farrell.  
“It will make employers and employees more 
comfortable about talking about mental health. 
That is hugely positive.” 

Virtual reality
Another major shift driven by the pandemic is the 
rise of virtual services. With social distancing making 
face-to-face interactions undesirable, and in some 
cases impossible, digital and phone-based health 
and wellbeing services became the norm. 

“[Employee assistance programmes] EAPs went 
remote overnight and demand for virtual GP 
services increased significantly,” explains Farrell. 
“We also set up a clinical support centre to offer 
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digital triage to medical insurance customers.”  
This demand for virtual services is expected to 

continue long after the pandemic. “The 
convenience means it’s popular with employees,” 
he says. “Face-to-face will return but most services 
can be delivered remotely.”  

As well as looking after employees with health 
issues, the pandemic has also put more focus on 
prevention. From the 20-second hand wash to 
losing weight and getting fitter to reduce health 
risks, people are taking their immune systems 
much more seriously now, says Alberts. “It used to 
be standard practice to go into work with a cold,” 
he says. “The virus will change this and make 
people think about boosting their immunity 
through healthy lifestyles.” 

Finding ways to support employees wanting to 
make changes will be key and employers are in a 
good position to do this, says Thomson. 
“Employees will be looking for trusted sources of 
health information,” he says. 

“This can be delivered through workplace health 
education programmes, giving employees access to 
a wide variety of health resources such as webinars, 
on-demand fitness classes and support.” 

Greater diversity
The pandemic has also taught employers that health 
and wellbeing strategies need to be tailored. 
“Covid-19 has highlighted the fact that employers 
can’t treat everyone the same,”  explains Alberts. 
“Different groups, whether by race, age, health 
status or gender, have been affected differently by 
the virus. This recognition will lead to much more 
personalised approaches to health and wellbeing, 
allowing employees to pick a package of support and 
benefits that suits their needs.” 

As well as providing employees with more 
personalisation, health-related benefits could see 
an overhaul, according to James Spencer, director, 
health and benefits at Willis Towers Watson. “We 
surveyed the group life insurers back in June to find 
out how the virus had affected claims and, at that 
point, they had already received 300 more claims in 
2020 than they had expected. This will lead to 
increases in premiums for group risk products over 
the next few years, forcing employers to look at 
benefit design.”    

He adds that while employers will continue to 
offer group risk, especially as the virus has made 
protection so important, the level of cover may 
reduce. Instead, employers may look to products 
such as health cash plans, medical insurance, and 
wellbeing and mental health support to help 
employees address health issues.  

The fast pace at which the pandemic unfolded 

Quilter is a financial services organisation 
providing advice, investments and wealth 
management in the UK and internationally. 
It employs around 4,500 people across  
its hubs in London, Newcastle and 
Southampton, but also in smaller offices 
throughout the UK and overseas.    

When lockdown was announced, 
employees’ health and wellbeing was a 
priority. Paul Hucknall, human resources 
director at Quilter, says: “We’d always 
focused on employee wellbeing, 
launching our Thrive programme to 
support mental, physical, emotional and 
financial wellbeing back in 2018,” he 
explains. “With everyone working from 
home during the pandemic, we had to 
consider how this would affect their 
wellbeing needs.”   

Physical health was a primary 
consideration, with employees able to 
take home office equipment, such as a 
chair or screen, to ensure they could work 
comfortably. This was supplemented by 
an internal ordering system to enable 
employees to arrange delivery for any 
further kit they needed. 

Hucknall also arranged a series of 
webinars to promote all aspects of 
wellbeing in lockdown. “As well as 
external experts, we got some of the 

senior and line managers involved in 
these, talking about how they were 
coping in lockdown,” he says. 

“This also helped with the social 
element. For instance, our [chief finance 
officer] CFO, Mark Satchel (pictured), led 
a virtual cycle challenge, encouraging 
staff to work together to pedal over 
11,000 miles to New Zealand.” 

Lockdown also highlighted the 
importance of mental health, with Quilter 
partnering with mental health 
organisation, Spill, to provide additional 
support to employees. “This enables them 
to ask a qualified therapist about 
anything that might be worrying them 
and get personalised feedback,”  
explains Hucknall. “It can also flow into 
counselling or other support where 
necessary.” As employees gradually 
return to the office over the next year or 
so, the changes in the way people work 
will affect wellbeing. 

“There will be benefits such as no 
commute and more time with their 
families but also challenges such as 
loneliness and isolation,” says Hucknall. 
“We’re exploring the future of work  
and how we can ensure employees 
benefit as much as possible from this 
cultural shift.” 

Case study | Quilter
Quilter focuses on employees’ physical and 
mental health during pandemic

also meant that many organisations shifted to a much more real-time approach to 
checking in with employees. 

This is a trend that will remain, with more and more employers introducing 
initiatives such as weekly engagement surveys and employee resource groups, says 
Spencer. “Employers must listen to their staff,” he adds. “By proactively engaging with 
employees, they feel more valued and the organisation is better able to respond quickly 
to what’s going on in the workplace.”
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There is little doubt that the global Covid-19 (Coronavirus) 
pandemic will have ongoing mental health implications for 
the population. Research undertaken by the Institute for 
Fiscal Studies (IFS), The mental health effects of the first two 
months of lockdown and social distancing during the 
Covid-19 pandemic in the UK, published in June 2020, found 
that mental health is substantially worse, by 8.1% on average, 
as a result of the pandemic. 

The burden on some is proving overwhelming; many are 
having to contend with multiple stressors. As well as dealing 
with the fear of catching the virus, people are suffering from 
bereavement and grief, increased social isolation and 
loneliness, as well as the burden of homeschooling. 

Work-related stressors add to these anxieties. Some of the 
main factors are unhealthy home-working practices, fear of 
returning to work, being furloughed and job uncertainty. 

Employers have a legal duty to protect the health and 
welfare of their workforce and will have additional duties concerning staff who have 
mental health conditions which fall within the definition of ‘disability’ as defined in the 
Equality Act 2010. Employers need to take stock and consider what steps to take to help 
and protect their workforce. 

Addressing unhealthy working practices
To address concerns, it is important to understand the impact of Covid-19 on staff. 
Employers should use questionnaires to get a picture of the difficulties faced by their 
workforce and invite suggestions for how these can be addressed. Employers should carry 
out a risk assessment for each member of staff, which, as well as focusing on the 
equipment they use, should also seek to identify and address any mental health concerns.

Working from home can result in employees struggling to work within designated 
working hours and not taking breaks. Employers should encourage staff to set designated 
working hours and schedule regular breaks. This can be done by sending regular 
communications reminding staff to switch off, take time to exercise and for relaxation.

Employees may need time off to look after dependants and might be unable to work 
during their normal working hours. Employers need to be understanding. Many 
employers have encouraged staff to work flexibly and arrange their working time around 
childcare commitments. It is important to communicate this to staff. 

Employers need to inform and remind staff of available support: this could include 
help from HR or signposting a confidential counselling helpline paid for by the employer.

Employers should be alert to early signs of any mental health problems and should 
consider arranging mental health training for managers, as well as appointing mental 
health champions for staff to talk to; people must not feel alone when they are 
experiencing mental health issues. 

The impact of furlough on wellbeing
Many furloughed employees reported feeling a loss of self-esteem and self-worth; this 
was exacerbated by lack of structure or purpose in their day and left them feeling isolated. 

Some employees may have welcomed being furloughed in order to focus on other 

responsibilities, such as childcare and caring for 
dependants. The impact on others may have been 
significantly worse. For those living alone, it might 
have compounded their feelings of isolation. 

Employers should have communicated why the 
decision was made and why the employee was 
selected. For furloughed employees who did not 
undertake any work, employers should have ensured 
they continued to feel part of the team, so, for 
example, were updated on any changes to the team. 

Unfortunately, redundancies may be unavoidable. 
Nevertheless, being made redundant can feel very 
personal and impact self-esteem. Employers can 
minimise this by following a few simple steps. 

Employers must consult with those who are at risk 
of redundancy. If face-to-face consultations are not 
possible, arrange a video call. Explain why 
redundancies are necessary, explore alternative roles 
and listen to what the employee has to say; 
consultation should be a two-way process. It is 
important for the employee to feel heard, and that the 
process is not personal. Explain how the process will 
work, including how long it will take to conclude. 

Employers can play an important role in 
safeguarding the health of the nation. Unless we act 
now to address the mental health needs arising from 
the pandemic, there will be enormous long-term 
consequences for families and communities, which 
will inevitably have an impact on the workforce and 
the economy

Mental resilience
Employers need to be aware of the many pressures that the pandemic has put on mental wellbeing

Homa Wilson | partner  
Hodge Jones and Allen
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