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A guide focused on effective health and wellbeing strategies for HR leaders

Part one:
Introduction
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We believe the ideal state of employee wellbeing is achieved when employees are physically thriving, emotionally balanced,
financially secure and socially connected. Each dimension is unique and intertwined with the others. Integrated wellbeing
begins with individuals and, when achieved, extends throughout their organizations, families and the larger community. These
are the four key dimensions of our wellbeing approach:
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Social wellbeing: Social wellbeing is about being
connected by understanding how to interact well
with others by accepting diversity, being inclusive,
knowing how to support and collaborate with
others, being able to successfully resolve conflicts and
adapting to change. Being connected applies across one’s
family and friends, one’s workplace and the larger community.
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Emotional wellbeing: Being emotionally
balanced means being self-aware, maintaining
good mental health, being resilient by managing
stress, coping with positive and negative
emotional triggers, dealing with life crises and maintaining
stability through illness or injury.

Financial wellbeing: Achieving the state of
being financially secure means having the
ability to manage budgetary commitments,
meet financial goals, protect against risks, save
for contingencies or future needs like college or retirement
and cope with financial shocks.
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Physical wellbeing: To thrive physically means
understanding and managing one’s health, taking
appropriate preventive measures, improving
health status where needed, managing chronic
conditions, navigating and recovering from an acute illness
or unexpected injury and successfully returning to peak
functionality at home and at work.
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Part two:
The role of health and wellbeing in business
Employers reshape benefit strategy with a focus
on wellbeing and the employee experience
As employers plan for a post-pandemic future, they have high aspirations when it comes
to their benefit strategy. Close to three-quarters of employers globally (72%) plan to
differentiate their benefit offerings from those of other organizations and to personalize
the experience to address the specific needs of employees over the next two years.
This represents a significant shift, as only 23% have such a strategy in place today. The
pandemic’s toll on employee health and wellbeing — in particular, employee burnout, stress
and mental health issues — is prompting employers to reshape their benefit strategy.
External factors are also influencing benefit strategy globally. Top among these are a
growing focus on diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI); tight labor markets, and increased
remote working. Addressing many of these factors will require employers to improve
employees’ experience with benefits, i.e., how employees engage with their benefits as
well as understand and use the full range of programs. This helps explain why 75% of
employers indicate that the employee experience is a key priority over the next two years.
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Close to two-thirds of employers (65%) report that integrating wellbeing into the benefit
package is their top strategic objective. Approximately half of employers (47%) also
plan to increase flexibility and choice in their benefits, which is essential to meeting
the needs and preferences of a diverse, multigenerational workforce. In addition, four
in 10 employers globally (42%) are planning or considering tailoring their approach
and personalizing outreach to specific segments of the workforce. To support these
personalization initiatives, roughly three-quarters of employers globally (74%) plan to
have an enhanced digital strategy in place across their benefit programs in the next two
years. An enhanced digital strategy can also serve as a differentiator when competing for
talent in tight labor markets. Mindful of having to achieve these objectives within certain
constraints, over half of employers (51%) plan to optimize cost and risk management,
and more than 44% plan to improve program efficiency. Employers have set high goals
in their efforts to achieve a differentiated and customized benefit strategy. Our Benefit
Trends Survey, fielded in May and June 2021, examines the factors influencing their
choices as well as the high-level trends in benefit design, financing, administration and
analytics. The findings reveal the priorities and actions that can help make employers’
aspirations a reality.
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Benefit strategy
Setting high
aspirations
Employers are looking to step
up their game quickly in benefit strategy.
While a third of employers globally
(33%) have no clear benefit strategy to
date, seven in 10 (72%) expect to have
a differentiated and customized benefit
strategy in two years (Figure 2). How will
they get there?

Understanding
the factors
shaping priorities
and choices around
benefit strategy
Internal workforce challenges
Almost three-quarters of employers
globally (73%) report that stress, burnout
and mental health issues constitute their
top workforce challenge (Figure 3). This
figure rises sharply in North America
and Latin America where over eight in 10
employers share this view. Other challenges
highlighted relate to unhealthy lifestyles
(50%), lack of social interaction (49%) and
reduced productivity (43%).

Figure 2. A majority of employers expect to differentiate and
customize their benefit strategy in the next two years
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Figure 3. Employers reporting concern
about stress, burnout and mental health
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73% of employers cite stress,

burnout and mental health issues as
their top workforce challenges
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External influences
Increased remote working

Diversity, equity and inclusion
Six in 10 employers globally cite the increased focus on DEI as the top external
influence on their benefit strategy, a number that rises to 73% in North America
(Figure 4). The pandemic and global social justice movements elevated the focus on DEI,
prompting companies to increase efforts to treat employees fairly and equitably in all aspects
of the employment deal, including benefits. At the same time, as more companies prioritize
environmental, social and governance (ESG) issues, they recognize that DEI initiatives help
them drive social impact and achieve key ESG goals. Moreover, organizations with a diverse,
equitable and inclusive workforce are associated with better business outcomes.
A focus on DEI will help employers address the different needs and preferences of today’s
diverse workforce and shape a benefit portfolio that meets employees where they are.

Tight labor markets
Competitive labor markets are the second most important external factor
affecting benefit strategy, cited by six in 10 employers globally (59%), and the
top influence for employers in Europe, Middle East and Africa (EMEA) (61%); Latin America
(64%), and Asia Pacific (57%). Benefits play a critical role in helping attract and retain top
talent as competition for talent intensifies.
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Over half of employers globally (54%) and over six in 10 in Latin America
(61%) regard increased remote working as an important influencing factor. It is
essential to understand how benefits may need to shift to support a hybrid work model.

Rising costs
Escalating costs remain a critical factor affecting benefit strategy, primarily for
employers in North America.

Increased focus on ESG
Over four in 10 employers globally (41%), including 47% in EMEA and 52% in
Western Europe, a part of EMEA, cite the increased focus on ESG as a key
external influence on benefit strategy. In contrast, only 28% of employers in North America
regard ESG as a major influencing factor.
These internal and external factors are driving a focus on the employee experience,
highlighting the importance of engaging employees in their benefits to promote desired
behaviors and support improved decision making.
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Figure 4. External influences on benefit
strategy in the next two years
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Defining success through a broader lens
Consistent with this focus on the employee experience, employers are moving
beyond financial metrics in assessing benefit strategy success. Improved employee
wellbeing (62%) and improved employee experience (50%) are the top success
measures globally (Figure 5).
More than two-thirds of employers in North America (67%) cite the ability to manage
costs and risks effectively as a key success metric. This may reflect the fact that
benefits are a larger component of the employment package in this region. But this
focus on financial factors doesn’t come at the expense of people-related metrics.
In fact, a majority of these employers also regard improved wellbeing (68%) and
improved employee experience (60%) as key measures of success.

Figure 5. Key benefit strategy measures
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Strategic objectives
Employers globally are setting the
following strategic objectives for
the employee experience:

65%

Integrate wellbeing into
the benefit package

47%

Enhance
communication

47%

Increase choice
and flexibility

44%

Enhance tools
and technology

Key priorities over
next two years:
Many employers are
heightening their focus on
wellbeing and the employee
experience, continuing a
trend from 2019 (Figure 6).

Our findings reveal employer priorities and the
measures organizations are taking or looking to take
across the dimensions of the modern benefit program
to achieve these objectives.
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Actions

Priorities

Focus

Figure 6. Transforming benefits over the next two years
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• Healthcare costs
• Risk benefits costs

• Care navigation
support/tools
• Condition-specific
care
• Manage fees/
premiums
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• Streamline internal
operations
• Review operational
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• Assess internal
operations
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• Benchmark benefit
programs
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Benefit portfolio

Administration and operations

As employee wellbeing is top of mind, more employers are focusing on integrating
wellbeing — in particular, initiatives supporting better mental health — into the benefit
portfolio. Additionally, they are looking to enhance broader benefits, including expanding
flexibility and choice.

Employers are prioritizing internal efficiency. As a result, they are planning or considering
assessing the performance of internal benefit operations as well as vendors and providers.

Employee experience

To help ensure that they are offering relevant benefits that meet employees where they are
and proactively identifying at-risk employees, such as those experiencing mental health
issues, employers are looking to boost their analytics capabilities, especially their listening
activities, including surveys and focus groups.

The employee experience emerges as the top focus area for employers out of the
five dimensions of benefit strategy. Employers recognize the importance of deepening
employees’ understanding and appreciation of their benefits through improved use of
technology, manager support and enhanced communication.

Analytics

Benefit financing
The rising cost of benefits — especially healthcare — continues to be an issue. Employers
are looking to use a combination of tactics, from care navigation support to managing
premiums, to mitigate the impact of cost increases.
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Part three:
Practical steps in developing an effective health and wellbeing strategy

A healthy and engaged workforce is key to improved corporate
performance — and recognition of this is seeing employee wellness
rise rapidly up the business agenda.

1

Take a holistic
approach

Indeed 97% of company respondents to Willis Towers Watson’s
(WTW) Staying@Work Survey said they were committed to health
and productivity improvements over the next few years.

Invariably, ad-hoc initiatives are introduced that are focused solely on
improving employees’ physical health. Meaningful wellbeing programs,
however, should take a holistic approach, treating employees as multifaceted individuals to take account of their mental, physical, social
and emotional health conditions.
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We consider five key steps to developing holistic employee wellbeing programs (page 1 of 2):

Businesses should have a clear strategy that sets out the objectives of wellbeing initiatives and aligns them to corporate business goals.

1

Establish
a clear
strategy

A company may want to influence and control absence or benefit costs, for example, improve employee engagement or improve productivity.
Existing health-related business data may highlight where health risks lie and help to steer the strategy for addressing them.
The success of the wellbeing program should then be measured so its impact can continue to support the business case and value investment.
It’s important the strategy provides clear direction, defining not only the objectives but also the wellbeing program’s delivery mechanisms, ownership
and responsibilities.

A culture of health, wellbeing and open engagement with employees should be embedded within the company. Furthermore, this culture should be
leadership-driven with buy-in from all levels of management.

2

Foster
a culture
of health

A supportive workplace environment should be underpinned with effective two-way communication with employees to drive change. This involves
listening to staff to discover their health concerns and the barriers they face to leading healthier lives.
Regular employee-centric communications around wellbeing issues should be established, using tools such as social media to increase engagement.
Positive engagement will promote inclusivity with communications positioning the company as a responsible employer, supporting and facilitating
wellbeing rather than imposing initiatives on staff.

Stress and mental ill health are among the top causes of long-term sickness absence, yet stigmas around mental health remain.
Research by Willis Towers Watson revealed that 20% of British workers are skeptical about colleagues who take time off as a result of mental health issues.

3

Recognize
and support
mental
ill health

A sympathetic environment should be established that enables issues to be identified and tackled before they develop. Empathy training can help
foster a greater understanding of how to interact with colleagues in a sensitive manner to promote mutual awareness. Training might also include
guidance for management on how to identify when employees are struggling, how to recognize early signs of stress, changes in behavior or
performance, the links between minor illnesses and emotional problems, and how best to approach and support staff.
Employees should be provided with access to continuous support, with solutions ranging from counseling to emotional resilience and
mindfulness training.
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We consider five key steps to developing holistic employee wellbeing programs (page 2 of 2):

The workplace environment can have a considerable impact on employees’ physical and mental health — and wellbeing programs should be adapted
to meet these challenges, along with those relating to differing workforce demographics.

4

Manage
the
workplace
environment

Business and health data should help programs to become more targeted in addressing known issues.
If the environment is a stressful one, for example, organizations should consider whether employees are thriving or struggling to cope?
If they’re struggling, workplace triggers for stress should be identified and appropriate adjustments made. These might include adjusting working hours
or giving employees the necessary training and tools to carry out their job functions.
Employee demographics should also be taken into account. Over the next decade there will be 3.7 million more workers aged between 50 and
state pension age — and so wellness programs may, for example, have to cater for a multi-generational workforce.

5

Promote
humancentric
health

Businesses should increasingly be looking to engage with, and promote, human-centric health — a concept that puts individual employee needs at
the heart of wellbeing programs. Employees will invariably behave in different ways, and make decisions in different ways, in relation to their personal
health.
Giving consideration to the health and lifestyle decisions they take, and the psychological motivations underpinning them — the science of behavioral
economics — can help employers to influence and positively impact them.
Employee segmentation by factors that influence their decisions can be supported by a targeted communications strategy to encourage preventative
health measures and meaningful behavioral change. Such measures might range, for example, from stopping smoking or reducing alcohol intake to the
adoption of emotional resilience techniques, more regular exercise or dietary changes.
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2

Create the
ideal working
environment

Green team: A sustainable workplace
for healthier, happier employees
There has been much talk of us building back greener in the wake of the
COVID-19 pandemic. But what does a green recovery look like for businesses and
employees?
Going green in the workplace benefits more than just the environment. By making
changes to the office and encouraging green habits, employers can positively
influence employee health and wellbeing — and in turn boost productivity.
Here we look at four workplace adaptations and initiatives that can help boost
business sustainability, while improving the health and wellbeing of workers.
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The biophilia route to improved air quality
Although the impact of poor air quality on our health has long been recognized, the issue was brought
to the fore this year following the inquest into the death of Ella Adoo-Kissi-Debrah. The government
has now pledged to raise awareness of air pollution, and has also moved to bring in new legal limits
for pollutants.
COVID-19 has made people more conscious of the undetectable in our environment, but awareness of
indoor air quality has not always been as prevalent as it has for our outdoor spaces, where fumes from
familiar pollutants, notably vehicle exhausts, can often be smelt and tasted.
Air pollution indoors, however, can reach much higher levels than outdoors — typically up to five times1 —
and the consequential effects on workplace health and wellbeing can be extremely damaging.
High levels of carbon dioxide (CO2) and even low levels of pollutants can cause symptoms in employees
that range from headaches and fatigue to nausea, dizziness, and eye, nose and throat irritation.
Enriching office spaces with plants can help mitigate the detrimental impact. Studies have
demonstrated that plants can help filter the air and are capable of removing chemicals such as benzene,
trichloroethylene and formaldehyde.2 Furthermore, they are effective at reducing concentrations of
carbon dioxide.
The psychological and aesthetic benefits of a biophilic workplace — a term used to describe an
environment that promotes our connection with the natural world — on employee wellbeing cannot be
underestimated either. Greenery and natural environments have been found to reduce symptoms of
depression, stress and anxiety.3
Moreover, the combined physical and psychological benefits of a “green” office have been proven to
boost employee satisfaction, concentration levels and productivity.4

Daylight and lighting in focus
A green lens can also be applied to lighting. Maximizing employees’ access
to windows and exposure to natural light not only reduces a business’s
reliance on electric lighting — typically responsible for up to quarter of an
office’s energy use5 — it has been shown to improve staff sleep patterns,
productivity and their quality of life.
This is because daylight exposure is linked to regulating our body’s circadian
rhythm, which is important for both sleep quality and cognitive functioning.
Indeed, workers in offices that have windows receive 173% more white light
exposure during work hours and sleep an average of 46 minutes more per
night.6
Where it is possible to do so, employers should opt for workspaces that
maximize natural light, or remodel their existing workplaces.
Where natural light is being utilized, however, the risks of screen glare and
the potential for overheating should also be considered. In some cases,
this can be addressed by installing electrochromic glass, which when tinted
allows for the flow natural light while still minimizing glare.
For other businesses, the existing design of their workspaces make the
need for electric lighting a necessity. In such cases, innovations in smart
lighting and energy-efficient LED technology should be explored. Computercontrolled lighting systems have now been developed that can mimic
outdoor daylight patterns, including brighter white in the morning and
warmer tones in the afternoon and evening.

Footnotes
1 US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
2 NASA study, 1989
3 Survey of the Health of Wisconsin, 2014
4 The relative benefits of green versus lean office space, 2014
5 Health, Wellbeing & Productivity in Offices, World Green Building Council, 2014
6 Impact of Workplace Daylight Exposure on Sleep, Physical Activity, and Quality of Life, I Chueng, 2013
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Feeling the heat?

Active design

Adopting green energy management measures that ensure a “thermally comfortable” workplace can be
challenging for employers, with a variety of factors influencing personal levels of employee satisfaction.
According to the U.K.’s Health and Safety Executive (HSE), the environment should not only take account
of air temperature, but also humidity, air speed and surrounding surface (radiant) temperatures. Personal
factors include employees’ choice of clothing, their natural tolerance for heat or cold, along with their
work and metabolic rate.
Getting the thermal environment right, however, remains an important ingredient to a green, happy and
productive workplace.
The Workplace (Health, Safety and Welfare) Regulations 1992, advise that “during working hours, the
temperature in all workplaces inside buildings shall be reasonable.”
What constitutes “reasonable” will depend on the nature of the work being carried out and the environmental
conditions of the workplace. According to the HSE, however, the ideal working temperature in a non-domestic
building is at least 16°C, or 13°C for strenuous work.
Employees working in uncomfortably hot and cold environments are more likely to lack concentration,
and research has indicated a 4% reduction in performance at cooler temperatures and a 6% reduction at
warmer temperatures.7 Ability to perform manual tasks can also deteriorate, which can lead to health and
safety being compromised.
It can be beneficial for employees to control their personal environments by being able to adjust
thermostats or open windows as needed. In open-plan spaces, where this is more difficult, employers
should review opportunities to increase air movement by improved ventilation, direct air movement to
reduce draughts and consider the introduction of smart temperature management systems. This can
help adjustments to be made based on the number of people in a building or weather conditions, while
helping employers to balance green energy management with employee health and wellbeing.

The introduction of workplace initiatives and facilities that support exercise
can also play a role in helping businesses address both environmental and
health issues.
Creating an environment that makes it easier for employees to make
healthier decisions can encourage positive, health-related behavioral
changes, while reducing energy consumption and a company’s carbon
footprint.
By providing secure, convenient bicycle storage and shower facilities, for
example, and putting a cycle to work scheme in place, companies can
establish themselves as cycle-friendly employers. In doing so, they will not
only reduce their impact on the local environment and help cut the business
cost of congestion, studies suggest they may also benefit from reduced
levels of employee sickness absence.8,9
It should be noted that the government’s Cycle to Work Scheme now
includes e-bikes and the original £1,000 cost limit has been removed.
Other initiatives might include a “take the stairs” scheme in applicable
office buildings, promoted using motivational internal communications,
to encourage employees to walk rather than using lifts. This can help
reduce electricity usage, while offering an effective way for employees to
incorporate more physical activity into their working days.
Indeed, Public Health England has reported “strong evidence for the
effectiveness of interventions to increase stair use.”10

Footnotes
7 Effects of thermal discomfort in an office on perceived air quality, SMS symptoms, physiological responses, and human performance, Lan L, Wargocki P, Wyon DP, Lian Z, 2011
8 Commute and Exercise Survey, Sustrans, 2013
9 TNO Research, February 2009
10 Health Matters: getting every adult active every day, Public Health England, 2016
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The workplace of the future
The coronavirus crisis caused
a seismic shift in working life,
which had an inevitable knock-on
effect on employee health, with
existing issues becoming more
prevalent and new challenges
coming to the fore.
Though the grip of the pandemic is easing, with the
vaccination roll-out and lifting of restrictions signaling
a “return to normal,” the blueprint of the modern
workplace has changed.
Just like the virus, the issues created — or
aggravated — by the pandemic will not disappear
with the passing of milestones.
From mental health concerns to unhealthy behaviors,
businesses expect to be dealing with the fallout of
the pandemic for years to come.
Against this backdrop is increasing pressure on the
overly strained and under-resourced NHS, and growing
expectations for employers to step in and fill the “gap.”
Furthermore, businesses are having to meet these
new challenges with limited visibility of employees and
their health issues, due to widespread home working.
Here, we examine emerging key priorities in
employee health and the steps businesses are taking
to navigate the post-pandemic world.
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A perfect storm

The digital antidote

Employees should be applauded for their resilience in the
face of great adversity during the coronavirus crisis, but it
was inevitable that this period of change would take its eventual toll.
Employee mental health, and its associated issues of isolation,
loneliness, health anxiety, burnout and stress, is now a top concern for
employers, according to the Willis Towers Watson (WTW) Emerging
Trends in Delivering Healthcare survey.
Though mental health was a key priority for employers prior to the
pandemic, it has now become a board-level concern, with nine in ten
organizations worried about an increase in mental health issues.
The rise in musculoskeletal issues, driven by poor working set-ups in
the home, is a worry for more than half of companies (59%), as is the
long-term impact that late diagnosis and missed treatments will have
on employees’ health and wellbeing (54%).
The increase in concern around unhealthy lifestyle habits (39%)
further compounds the issues and all point to a build-up of problems
employers may encounter over the next two to three years.
Add in the burgeoning pressures on the NHS and employers face
somewhat of a perfect storm.
Indeed, organizations expect they will face a greater burden, with
almost half intending to expand health care coverage as a result of
pressures on the NHS (46%), and two in three expecting employees
to look to them to take a more active role in addressing their broader
wellbeing (64%) (WTW Emerging Trends in Delivering Healthcare
survey).
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So how are employers tackling these issues?
Employers are looking to expand their role to meet the broader health, lifestyle and
wellbeing needs of employees, and technology will be fundamental to achieving this goal.
The pandemic may have accelerated the digital healthcare trend, but the success of remote, virtual
care delivery will be the driving force behind future demand and will be central in addressing the
health concerns of the wider employee population.
By the beginning of 2021, nearly 70% of employers reported having remote access to a GP or online
mental health services, with these figures growing to 80% and 90% respectively in the next two
years, according to the WTW Emerging Trends in Healthcare Delivery survey.
With the infrastructure for digital health now in place, and the era of home working set to continue,
it is the new goal of employers to leverage these solutions.
Complementing the growth in digital health delivery, employers are developing their digital wellbeing
strategy, with many supporting physical and emotional wellbeing via apps, virtual classes and online
lifestyle coaching.
Growth is expected across a range of areas of wellbeing, but is most strongly seen around online
health and lifestyle coaching, healthy eating and exercise, and addiction support.
Furthermore, companies are intending to expand the definition of digital health delivery, with online
support for chronic condition management and musculoskeletal issues an emerging focus.
A significant increase in screening tools, particularly online tools, is also expected.
Mental health risk assessments and online health risk assessments could potentially more than
double in use in the next two years, from around 30% to 70%, whilst remote health tests could see
even more growth, from 13% today to 30%.
There is also increasing interest in supporting online dental or optical health services, with around
one in seven companies planning or considering doing so.
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A look to the future
The future of employee health is not limited to tackling pandemicrelated issues.
Diversity and inclusion is an emerging focus for employers, and is informing
benefits priorities.
For example, reproductive and family health is expected to play a much larger role in
organizations’ policies and benefit programs in the future.
Over half of organizations are expecting to have enhanced support in place for
pregnancy, surrogacy and adoption within two years, according to the WTW
Emerging Trends in Healthcare Delivery survey.

Moving forward
Uncertainty was the hallmark of 2020, and many of us have been
faced unprecedented challenges.

Many employers are also looking to go a step further and enhance support for
employees in the process of fertility treatment, with around one in four organizations
saying they will enhance support or benefits here.

What is certain, however, is employers’ commitment to improving
the wellbeing of their employees and taking a more holistic
approach to health and benefits provision to ensure that the
diverse needs of employees are being met.

Companies have also pledged increased support in the area of menopause, while other
female health issues, such as endometriosis, female-specific cancers, and male health
issues, for example, prostate and testicular cancer, are also focus areas for employers,
with around a quarter to a third of organizations intending to enhance provision.

After all, companies that look to enhance, rather than withdraw
support, will not only retain their valued staff but benefit
from a healthy, thriving and resilient workforce in the postpandemic world.

Finally, gender transition is also moving up the agenda, with employers now taking
steps to formalize how they support an employee who decides to transition to their
preferred gender. While 12% state they have policies in place, 28% are planning or
considering doing so.
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How to build a team spirit and morale with
limited social and physical interaction
We may have joyously — but quietly — cheered in 2021, but the challenges that we have
faced in 2020 have not been shed or left behind with the dawning of a new year.
The last 10 months have been tumultuous, with companies across the country —
and indeed the world — having to grapple with a new way of working.
The mass home-working directive proved a steep learning curve for all, but many
employers and employees adapted quickly in this period of disruption, and the transition to
new working practices was smoother than expected.
Indeed, many companies adapted so well that they are preparing for a permanent
reshaping of business operations, with home working expected to become the norm rather
than a temporary trend.
Any period of change comes with its challenges, and one of the key hurdles businesses are
faced with in the new age of home working is employee isolation and the associated low morale.
When it comes to worker wellbeing, efforts have traditionally been concentrated on
improving physical and mental health, but as the impact of social isolation has become
more widely known, understood, and keenly felt, the onus is slowly shifting to making
provisions for social wellbeing too.
Social isolation is a key modern-day workplace issue, exacerbated by the rise in flexible,
remote and virtual working, the gig economy, the increase in the number of working
caregivers, and the current climate only serves to compound this problem.
All too often, mid-morning coffee breaks, canteen catch-ups and a chat with a neighboring
colleague are undervalued and the benefits overlooked. The omission of simple human
interaction can have a profound effect on employees and efforts to replicate such
connection through virtual means, though well-intentioned, may prove fruitless, if not
conducted in the right way.
If employees do not have a sense of belonging, or feel on the fringe, their output may not
only be affected, but their overall wellbeing too.
By creating a supportive environment, where employees can successfully foster social
connections and maintain meaningful relationships, companies can ensure they are on
a more holistic route to wellbeing and begin to forge a physically thriving, emotionally
balanced and socially connected workforce.
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Making social
wellbeing a priority

Tapping into technology
to stay connected

Promoting social wellbeing is a mutually beneficial pursuit.
Whilst employees enjoy a greater sense of belonging, and
feel more emotionally supported and appreciated, employers
benefit from a motivated, loyal, productive and socially
cohesive workforce.
Indeed, there is growing recognition of the importance of
social wellbeing amongst businesses.
According to Willis Towers Watson’s 2020 COVID-19
Benefits Survey, improving social connections was one of
the top benefits priorities for businesses, cited by almost
one quarter (23%) of UK companies.
This was undoubtedly accelerated by the pandemic, but
there was certainly appetite to enhance social wellbeing
before the coronavirus outbreak.

Technology has been a key player in staying connected
during the pandemic — both professionally and socially —
and it would be prudent of businesses to continue to take
full advantage of these platforms.
According to the WTW COVID-19 Benefits Survey, 92% of UK
businesses increased access to videoconferencing, to allow
for virtual meetings to keep employees connected around
work after the pandemic hit.
Regular team meetings are not only a practical means of
managing workflow, but can help employees feel a sense
of shared endeavor and comradery. As well as being an
opportunity to catch up, these meetings can be a platform for
sharing success stories and celebrating company-wide, team
or individual achievements and milestones.

In Willis Towers Watson’s Benefits Trends Survey 2019,
more than one third (35%) of UK companies said that social
wellbeing was an emerging focus for their business.

For many employees, the workplace is where they get most
of their social interaction, so companies should ensure that
their communications with employees are not just taskfocused.

Furthermore, 88% of businesses said they will focus on
strategies to build a culture of inclusion and wellbeing in the
workplace that encourages a supportive work environment
over the coming years — a rise from the current 57%.

Social catch-ups and virtual activities, such as coffee mornings,
“cake-offs,” quizzes and charity fundraisers, can help boost
morale, lift spirits and evoke a sense of inclusion.

In order to effectively incorporate social wellbeing into a
wellness strategy, it must be seen as a key priority, on a par
with physical and mental wellbeing, rather than being viewed
as a “nice to have,” non-essential or temporary “fix.”
As well as working to gain board level support for social
wellbeing initiatives, companies can underline their
commitment by leveraging employee communications, for
example, the active promotion of buddy schemes and virtual
coffee mornings.

Indeed, the COVID-19 survey found that 70% of UK companies
had fostered opportunities for employees to connect for nonwork purposes, as a result of the pandemic.
For CSR activity, companies can put the choice into the
hands of the workers and build social distancing-adherent
volunteering opportunities around causes their employees
feel passionate about, be it telephone befriending services for
older people or virtual mentor schemes.
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Linking with
wider wellbeing
In order to effectively ward off feelings of isolation and boost
social cohesiveness, it is important to recognize how social
wellbeing fits into the wider wellbeing picture.
With the right strategy in place, companies can take a
multi-faceted approach to wellbeing, which incorporates all
elements.
From a physical health perspective, for some workers,
lockdown will have inspired them to become fitter and
healthier, whereas, for others, the change in routine will have
had a negative impact on physical fitness, with their normal
routine interrupted by gyms and studio closures.
Arming employees with regular, practical, encouraging
knowledge can help give them the start they need to get
their activity levels up, adapt to their situation, and avoid
getting “stuck in a rut.”
By incorporating gamification into physical wellbeing
strategies, companies can also boost comradery and
engagement amongst employees. This could include an
employee-led support group, or “fitness forum,” where
employees can swap tips on different types of exercises, run
league tables and share their successes.
Sharing healthy recipes with employees, and encouraging
employees to do the same, can help encourage good
nutrition, bring colleagues together, as well as keep them
distracted during isolation.

Part 3
Practical steps in developing an
effective health and wellbeing strategy

Part 4
How we can help

22

Making An Impact - Health and Wellbeing Guide

Emotional wellbeing is
another consideration

A nudge in the
right direction

Employees are at risk of feeling “out of sight, out of
mind” when isolated from their peers and managers
for extended periods of time, so ensuring they feel
counted and included is important.

Although technology proved to be a blessing during the trying times of late,
facilitating the somewhat seamless transition to home working and supporting
social connection, companies should be wary of the disadvantages — namely
digital fatigue.

Regular check-ins and wellbeing surveys can help
companies gauge anxiety and stress levels on an
individual, team and company-wide basis, as well as
reinforce their commitment to employee emotional
wellbeing.

Enhanced dependence on technology has created a culture where employees are
always “one-click-away,” and the line between the work day and down time can
become blurred.

Encouragingly, over a quarter (28%) of employers
have taken action to measure employee anxiety
during the pandemic, with a further 47% planning
or considering this action, according to the
COVID-19 survey.
As well as offering enhanced access to tech-focused
mental health support, such as health apps, online
support forums, wellbeing webinars and mindfulness
tools, businesses could look at adapting their mental
health first aid support, so that volunteers can offer
remote sessions to their peers, and colleagues can
benefit from peer support.
Employees may have a preferred medium, so offering
different ways for colleagues to connect, such as
instant messaging, video, telephone or email, may
help to boost engagement and encourage openness.
Companies are recognizing the importance of
bolstering peer relationships, with 46% of UK
companies saying that they are promoting employee
groups, champions and networks to encourage
employee discussions among those with common
interests or situations, as a result of the pandemic.

Companies should take care not to overwhelm employees with a constant stream
of video calls, whether it be for professional or social means, and reinforce the
importance of finding balance between their work and private life.
When it comes to encouraging social connection, rather than try to coerce
employees into “forced fun,” employers should instead aim to create a supportive,
empathetic and mutually respective culture, in which employees can bond
naturally, on their own terms.
In essence, employers should give employees the tools to build connections,
rather than instruct them on how to do so.
Asking for feedback, analyzing receptiveness to initiatives, and measuring
engagement with different activities will give companies a full picture of what
works and what doesn’t.
Whilst participation should be encouraged, it should be made clear that initiatives
and activities are not obligatory. By building social wellbeing strategy around
people’s shared interests and passions though, the likelihood of disengagement is
greatly reduced.
It is important that companies remember that these are unprecedented times
and a great deal of flexibility will be needed in order to effectively adapt to the
changing needs of the workforce — wherever they should be based.
But by choosing to see social wellbeing as a fundamental component of wellbeing
strategies, and taking the appropriate action to support a more socially connected
workforce, companies can be assured that they will be better placed to weather
the storm and emerge with a healthy, cohesive and resilient employee base.
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Neuroscience and employee
health and wellbeing

3

Tailor your
approach

Brain power: understanding neuroscience to improve employee
health and wellbeing
The brain is the most complex part of the body, and scientists and
psychologists have spent years studying it to decipher how it works.
This evolving discipline of neuroscience can also be leveraged
by employers to build a thriving workplace and support
business success.
Here, we look at the role neuroscience plays in helping
organizations understand employee behavior to create a happier,
healthier workforce.
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Neuroscience in the workplace
Our brains are malleable, meaning they can change and adapt
in response to our experiences. Without this “neuroplasticity,”
we wouldn’t be able to develop from infancy to adulthood.
Neuroplasticity also means our brains never remain static. They restructure and
rewire continually throughout our lives in response to learning. Deep-rooted behavior,
thought processes and habits can consequently be changed — something employers
can harness to promote a healthy and happy workforce.

The plasticity route to emotional wellbeing support
Employees need to feel “safe” to perform at their best.
Their bodies, however, will go into self-protect mode when the basal regions of their brains
— constantly scanning the environment for threats and regulating our “fight, flight or freeze”
response — trigger alarm responses.
This might be caused by anxiety over heavy workloads, for example, or the prospect of
public speaking.

Despite the evolution of our brains, neuroscience has shown we still look for threats and
rewards to help survive. For employers, this highlights the importance of fostering positivity,
kindness and a supportive workplace environment.
Social connections are also important. When the brain has a non-active moment, on a break
from work for example, its response is to consider other people’s thoughts, feelings and goals.4
During the pandemic when most employees were working from home, the lack of
socialisation had a significant impact with feelings of disconnect coming to the fore.
Employees who had stronger work relationships felt more productive.5
Research has revealed that when we feel social pain, our brains “hurt” in a similar way to our
experiences of physical pain.
It has also shown that when we feel liked and respected in the workplace, the brain’s reward
system is activated, suggesting social rewards can be as effective as financial incentives
when it comes to employee motivation.6
By ensuring social wellbeing is a key ingredient of wellness strategies, employers can help
boost morale and reduce feelings of isolation. This might involve organizing regular team
catch-ups to share success stories and achievements to boost comradery, as well as
activities that aren’t necessarily work focused, such as quizzes and employee-led forums on
topics such as fitness and nutrition.

Under such circumstances, it’s all too easy for them to default to subconscious, deep-rooted
behaviors that stem from them feeling panicked and overwhelmed.
As the brain is not “fixed” however, employers can help employees adapt and remodel
these behaviors. This might be achieved by introducing them to mindfulness programs, or
by checking in with them to ensure their problems are externalized so they can be better
managed and addressed.
Here, the limbic system in our brains can come into play. This is responsible for our emotions,
and research has revealed that the hippocampus and amygdala — two of the main sites
that regulate memory, emotions and bodily functions — are activated when we experience
feelings of gratitude.1 Gratitude also activates the hypothalamus, which regulates the
hormones responsible for critical functions, such as sleep, appetite and body temperature.
Studies have also found that gratitude can improve a person’s mental health,2 with
employees who feel valued and recognized for their contributions benefiting from greater job
satisfaction and higher levels of motivation.3
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The role of neuroscience in managing stress
and boosting resilience
When the brain is subjected to prolonged bouts of stress, high levels of cortisol are
released. Not only does this affect heart rate and blood pressure, it can also cause
the hippocampus to shrink, affecting our memory and emotional responses.⁷
What’s more, repeated stress can also cause brain inflammation, which studies have
shown to adversely affect motivation and mental agility.
With neuroscience revealing that sustained levels of stress can affect an employee’s
brain function, employers could look at introducing stress management programs
to help provide workers with effective coping mechanisms. These can incorporate
mindfulness activities, such as meditation and yoga.
When practicing mindfulness, grey matter in the amygdala — a region that plays a
part in stress — gets smaller, while grey matter in the pre-frontal cortex — the area
responsible for planning, problem-solving and controlling emotions — becomes
thicker and increased activity occurs.8
Providing access to stress management programs not only equips employees with
the tools to manage their own stress triggers, but employers benefit from a more
emotionally resilient employee population.
Promoting the benefits of physical exercise can also have an important role to
play. Exercise increases oxygen to the brain, reducing inflammation and boosting
the production of new brain cells, which can sharpen cognition skills and enhance
mood levels.

What neuroscience says about
employee burnout
Neuroscience has found that the brains of those suffering from burnout show signs
of chronic stress,9 negatively impacting their capabilities.
The prevalence of this issue, compounded by long working hours and excessive job
demands, was recently highlighted in research that found 71% of employees have
experienced burnout since transitioning to home working in 2020.10
Burnout enlarges the amygdala, altering our mood, with long-term stress-induced
burnout reducing the connection between the amygdala and other brain areas,
making it harder for us to regulate and control our emotional responses.11
Cognitive function can also be affected, with our brains becoming more sensitive to
stressful situations, and memory, attention and decision-making problems arising.
Sleep is crucial for our bodies and minds to recharge, yet many employees still
get less than the recommended eight hours per night. Almost two-thirds (62%) of
adults worldwide say they don’t get enough sleep, with 37% blaming hectic work or
school schedules.12
The phenomenon of “revenge bedtime procrastination,” which sees employees
sacrificing sleep for leisure time “in order to regain some sense of freedom during
late-night hours,” is commonplace.13
When we sleep, our brains process information into memories through the creation
of pathways between nerve cells. Sleep deprivation can mean there’s not enough
time for these pathways to be constructed.14
During the pandemic, cases of insomnia — or “coronasomnia” — increased.15
With home working, our daily routines became disrupted and our external cues,
which control our body clocks, such as our commute and breaktimes, altered or
disappeared completely.
From a business perspective, burnout can be costly, leading to falls in productivity
and increased incidents of absenteeism. Managers can help combat the problem by
promoting a healthy work/life balance, encouraging regular breaks, promoting better
sleep and eating habits, offering flexible working, morale-boosting activities and
professional counseling sessions.
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Combatting depression
Neuroscience research has found that organizations that fail to prioritize
their employees’ mental health increase their risk of depression by 300%.16 The
risk is compounded by poor management practices, such as failure to reward or
acknowledge their employees’ work, unreasonable demands and a lack of autonomy.
Creating an open and understanding environment for employees to express
themselves without judgement is key.
Employee assistance programs (EAPs) can also provide valuable support, with
confidential 24/7 helplines to qualified and experienced counselors, financial experts
and lawyers.
Furthermore, activity in the brain region associated with depression can be reduced
by spending more time in natural environments.17 Employee strategies here can
include promoting walking meetings in parks, creating outdoor garden areas or even
investing in plants for the office.
Neuroscience has come a long way, and has helped raise the bar in our approach to
employee wellbeing. As we look to the future, new studies and technologies should
help employers to further understand the human experience as we collectively strive
to create happier and healthier workforces.

Footnotes
1 The Neuroscience of Gratitude and How It Affects Anxiety & Grief 2021
2 How Gratitude Changes You and Your Brain 2017
3 The Neuroscience and Positive Impact of Gratitude in the Workplace 2020
4 Social Connection Makes a Better Brain 2013
5 What a year of wfh has done to our relationships at work 2021
6 UCLA neuroscientist's book explains why social connection is as important as food and shelter 2013
7 How chronic stress changes the brain – and what you can do to reverse the damage 2020
8 How does mindfulness affect the brain? 2021
9 Burnout and the Brain 2016
10 WFH is increasing incidence of employee burnout 2021
11 A Neuropsychologist Describes Your Brain On Burnout 2019
12 & 13 The psychology behind 'revenge bedtime procrastination' 2020
14 Memory and Sleep 2020
15 The 'coronasomnia' phenomenon keeping you from getting sleep 2021
16 Toxic Workplaces Increase Risk of Depression by 300% 2021
17 Stanford researchers find mental health prescription: Nature/ 2015

Part 1
Introduction

Part 2
The role of health and
wellbeing in business

Part 3
Practical steps in developing an
effective health and wellbeing strategy

Part 4
How we can help

27

Making An Impact - Health and Wellbeing Guide

Part four:
How we can help
Health

Wellbeing

Modernizing benefits

Integrated wellbeing

Employee expectations are rising, workforce demographics are changing and benefits
provision is evolving. Although you may regularly review the cost of your insured benefits
against alternatives, has your benefits portfolio kept pace with the changes to your
business and workforce?

Wellbeing is not an isolated program or initiative. Wellbeing is purpose-driven and woven
into the fabric of an organization’s values and the employee experience. It is inextricably
linked to a myriad of policies, programs and benefit offerings as well as to desired
culture, productivity improvement, longer-term organizational talent retention and
sustainability of business results. We believe there are 4 key dimensions to integrated
wellbeing: physical, emotional, financial and social wellbeing.

A personalized modernization assessment from Willis Towers Watson will identify
opportunities to modernize, de-risk and reduce costs to better align their benefit
provision to business objectives and people needs:
• Benchmark key aspects of your benefits against a database of 900+ UK employers
• Highlight risks and uninsured liabilities
• Identify embedded and digital services available to your employees

Each dimension is unique and intertwined with the others. Integrated wellbeing begins
with individuals and, when achieved, extends throughout their organizations, families
and the larger community. As a result, the ideal state of wellbeing — physically thriving,
emotionally balanced, financially secure and socially connected — places the employee
at the center and is truly integrated across all four dimensions.

• Compare how employers are changing benefits in response to recent global events
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Health

Wellbeing

Benefit Trends Survey

Financial wellbeing

See how you compare against your peers: Our 2021 Benefit Trends Survey examines
the future direction of an organization’s benefit strategy — including a focus on employee
experience, digital health delivery, and trends in benefit design, financing, administration
and analytics. By taking part in the survey, you will gain invaluable insights into:

Addressing and improving the wellbeing of employees is high on the people agenda
of many organisations. There are clearly established links between the low levels of
financial wellbeing in the workforce and commercial implications for employers, such as:
lower levels of engagement, higher absenteeism, higher incidence of stress and other
mental health issues. Organisations are also recognizing that having a focus on, and
addressing, wellbeing is just part of being a good employer.

• The effectiveness of your overall benefit strategy — from design to administration
• Short- and long-term actions you can take to modernize key programs
• How to design benefits to enhance the employee experience

Wellbeing Diagnostic

• Emerging trends in technology, behavioral science and benefits communication and delivery

To understand the current state of wellbeing in your organization and set a baseline for
future measurement, we recommend starting with our two-part Wellbeing Diagnostic,
from an employer and employee perspective. This incorporates an employee survey of
their current state of wellbeing across the four pillars using our market-leading Employee
Engagement software, combined with an employer survey to provide a current state
benchmark of best practice programs and policies.

Global Benefits Management
The three pillars of our technology platform, Benefits Access, Benefits Engine and
Benefits Insights, combine with efficient processes and great talent, so you and your
employees experience the seamless, end-to-end solution your organization needs to
solve its most pressing global benefits challenges. Willis Towers Watson’s Global Benefits
Management solutions empower employers, employees and retirees to better navigate
the changing world of benefits. Our solutions combine benefit consulting expertise with
outsourcing, co-sourcing and administration experience.
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Health

Wellbeing

Employee Experience technology

Employee wellbeing communications

The employee experience works best when it speaks to your employees about what
matters most in their working life. Embark reaches each and every individual employee,
helping them better appreciate the value of everything you have to offer. Embark,
our immersive employee experience platform, creates one simple starting point from
which to motivate and support your employees. Combine Embark with our extensive
communication consulting expertise to reimagine the employee experience.

Your employees expect their HR experiences to keep pace with their experiences as a
consumer - mobile, social and on-demand. An employee experience platform like Embark
helps you engage your workforce across all of the touch points and moments that matter.
Embark easily addresses focused, HR topics with a scalable, employee experience
platform that grows with your organization. Support your employees with their emotional,
physical, social and financial wellbeing and help them engage with their benefits.

Our experts:
Kevin Newman
Managing Director
E: kevin.newman@willistowerswatson.com

Amanda Scott
Managing Director
E: amanda.scott@willistowerswatson.com

Shannon Boyle
Managing Director
E: shannon.boyle@willistowerswatson.com

Jayesh Patel (financial wellbeing)
Senior Director
E: jayesh.patel@willistowerswatson.com

Lucie McGrath
Director
E: lucie.mcgrath@willistowerswatson.com

Lou Harris
Senior Director
E: lou.harris@willistowerswatson.com
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About Willis Towers Watson
Willis Towers Watson (NASDAQ: WLTW) is a leading global advisory, broking and solutions company that helps clients around the world turn risk into a path for growth. With roots dating to 1828, Willis Towers
Watson has 45,000 employees serving more than 140 countries and markets. We design and deliver solutions that manage risk, optimise benefits, cultivate talent, and expand the power of capital to protect and
strengthen institutions and individuals. Our unique perspective allows us to see the critical intersections between talent, assets and ideas — the dynamic formula that drives business performance. Together, we
unlock potential. Learn more at willistowerswatson.com.
Willis Limited, Registered number: 181116 England and Wales.Registered address: 51 Lime Street, London, EC3M 7DQ. A Lloyd’s Broker. Authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority for its general
insurance mediation activities only.
This financial commentary offers a general overview of its subject matter. It does not necessarily address every aspect of its subject. It is not intended to be, and should not be, used to replace specific advice relating
to individual situations and we do not offer, and this should not be seen as, legal, accounting or tax advice. If you intend to take any action or make any decision on the basis of the content of this publication you should
first seek specific advice from an appropriate professional. Some of the information in this publication may be compiled from third party sources we consider to be reliable, however we do not guarantee and are not
responsible for the accuracy of such. The views expressed are not necessarily those of Willis Towers Watson. Copyright Willis Limited 2021. All rights reserved.

willistowerswatson.com/social-media
Copyright © 2021 Willis Towers Watson. All rights reserved.
WTW_21520/10/2021

willistowerswatson.com

Part 1
Introduction

Part 2
The role of health and
wellbeing in business

Part 3
Practical steps in developing an
effective health and wellbeing strategy

Part 4
How we can help

31

