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Editor’s note: The following is an excerpt from the 
book, The History of Employee Assistance Programs in the 
United States. For a complete paperback version check out 
https://amzn.to/2Z2KLMe

For a .pdf version, see http://www.eapassn.org/
Portals/11/Docs/EAP%20History/The_History_of_EAPs_
in_the_US.pdf.

While the first EAPs appeared in work-
place during the 1970s, the existence of 
related workplace employee outreach 

efforts date from the turn of the 20th century. 
While not necessarily linked through later efforts 
deliberately building upon or revising earlier 
efforts, there has been a succession of strategies for 
reducing workforce unpredictability by addressing 
employee concerns affecting work performance 
(Blum & Roman, 1989).

As Lorraine Midanik, PhD, professor emerita and 
dean at the Osher School of Social Welfare at UC 
Berkeley stated “what we currently call EAPs have 
also been known as employee counseling, occupa-
tional social service, industrial social work, occupa-
tional alcoholism, and mental wellness programs” 
(Midanik, 1991; pg. 70).

This is a useful statement, for it demonstrates 
the diversity of meanings attached to “EAP”. 
While some of those on Midanik list are anteced-
ents to EAPs, it is not accurate that they are identi-
cal to or comprise different forms of EAPs. Three 
examples of clear forerunners of contemporary 
EAPs in the United States can be seen in welfare 
capitalism, occupational social work, and occupa-
tional alcoholism programs.

Welfare Capitalism
Beginning in the latter half of the 19thcentury, as 

America’s economy transformed from an agrarian-
based economy to one of manufacturing, skilled 

labor, business owners sought to populate and 
secure a reliable workforce. In many industries in 
the early 20th century for those in the working class, 
the effects of industrial growth introduced new 
challenges to their prior skills and life experience. 
Annual rates of 100 percent employee turnover were 
common in many U.S. industries. (Owen, 2004). 
At this time, there were no public programs where 
employees could turn for assistance in helping to 
adjust to the life demands that they had not experi-
enced in their former agrarian environments. 

Welfare capitalism can be seen as a strategy of 
management control to shape employee behavior, pri-
marily aimed at strengthening the attachment between 
workers and employers, obtaining compliance with 
worksite requirements to ensure efficiency and steady, 
if not increased, work productivity (Googins & 
Godfrey, 1987; Steele, 1995).

Other goals included Americanization of immi-
grants and “urbanization” of migrants from America’s 
rural agricultural areas. To stabilize their labor forces, 
inspire company loyalty, discourage high turnover, 
and present a good face to the public, employers 
began to focus on the well-being of their employees 
(Googins & Godfrey, 1985). Various employer and 
industry groups, like the National Civic Foundation, 
promoted corporate philanthropy.

Companies supplied basic, and sometimes even 
comprehensive, provisions for their employees such 
as housing, schools, churches, medical care, recre-
ation centers, educational services, profit-sharing, 
and stock ownership at companies such as the Ford 
Motor Company, Pullman Car Company, International 
Harvester, and National Cash Register (Steele, 
1995). Doubtless such investments were partly self-
serving and designed to combat worker dissatisfac-
tion that could lead to unionism and prevent costly 
strikes. These two-pronged efforts were referred to as 
“humane pragmatism,” by Trice and Beyer (1982).

| By Dale Masi, PhD
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One researcher defined these features as services 
provided for the comfort or improvement of workers 
that were neither an industry necessity nor required 
by law, reaching their highest point of uptake by 
employers during and following World War I, and 
noting, “the anti-union overtones were definite” 
(Brandes, 1976, p. 32).

This movement persisted in many industrial work-
sites until the Great Depression of the 1930s and the 
near collapse of the American economy (Crafts & 
Fearon, 2013). At the same time, new notions of the 
workplace and workers were emerging, including the 
repetitive and highly monitored production process 
of Taylorism which sought to apply scientific man-
agement practices to employees to gain economic 
efficiency through labor productivity (Nelson & 
Campbell, 1972).

This was followed by the human relations move-
ment, which sought to utilize the effects of social 
relations, motivation and employee satisfaction on 
productivity, which eventually became the discipline 
of human resource management (Taneja, Pryor, & 
Toombs, 2011).

These ideas viewed workers in terms of their psy-
chology rather than as interchangeable parts in the 
workplace and were in part influenced from research 
conducted at the Hawthorne, Illinois, plant of Western 
Electric. For economists and employers, the novel 
finding from this research was that the strongest posi-
tive influence on job performance were intangible fac-
tors including how employees felt they were treated, 
and how they felt about their working conditions, co-
workers and supervisors (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 
1939; Googins & Godfrey, 1985).

In 1936, a personnel counseling program was 
established at Western Electric and used company 
trained counselors to walk the factory floors, talking 
with workers about personal and family concerns 
and generally letting the employees “ventilate.” 
This was not intended to be psychological treat-
ment, but rather a means for letting employees 
know that the company cared about them and about 
what they felt.

The effort which lasted until 1955, was imitated 
by a number of other companies in the 1940s and 
1950s (Bellows, 1961; Dickson & Roethlisberger, 
1966). Ultimately this new approach of ‘human 
resources’ sought to make the workplace a more 
efficient and worker-friendly place (Taneja, Pryor 

& Toombs, 2011) giving rise to features such as the 
establishment of personnel departments, seniority-
based compensation, on-the-job training and internal 
promotion ladders, which became more widespread 
and sought to satisfy employee’s security needs 
through fringe benefits (Nestor, 1986), a revised but 
clear reflection of what had been offered to employ-
ees directly through welfare capitalism.

Occupational Social Work
The roots of social welfare efforts and social 

work in America can be traced back before the 
Revolutionary War, when mechanisms of chari-
table relief, child welfare, and mental health 
services were offered by private benevolent 
rescue societies and self-help organizations as 
antecedents of modern social service agencies 
(Tannenbaum & Reisch 2001). 

A century later, rapid economic expansion and 
industrialization led to the factory system, with 
its need for large numbers of concentrated work-
ers, fueling mass immigration, urbanization, and 
a host of consequent social challenges. In general, 
the expansion of social work efforts was a response 
to the increased predicaments of mass poverty, dis-
ease, substandard housing, illiteracy, starvation, and 
mental health challenges which paralleled economic 
growth (Garvin & Cox, 2001) but indirectly reflected 
the costs to society of the rapid growth intensely 
profit-oriented industrial sector. 

Occupational social welfare in the early twen-
tieth century evolved from nineteenth- century 
social welfare models yet were largely driven by 
the interests of industrialists and corporations in the 
absence of institutionalized social welfare services 
to provide help to workers with “problems” in order 
to encourage more satisfied and efficient employees 
(Popple, 1981).

Contemporary with welfare capitalism, this devel-
oping social welfare work in industry created a new 
category of personnel known variously as social sec-
retaries, welfare managers or welfare secretaries who 
looked after the health and general well-being of work 
and plant, in all questions concerning life in the fac-
tory, workshop, or store (Brandes, 1976). 

The first social secretary documented in the lit-
erature was Aggie Dunn, hired in 1875 by the H. J. 
Heinz Company and charged with attending to the 
needs of young women working in the organization. 
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For 50 years “Mother” Dunn continued interviewing, 
hiring, counseling and generally watching over 1,200 
charges in Heinz’s Pittsburgh pickle factory (Googins 
& Godfrey, 1985; Maiden, 2001).

Similar programs were launched at the Joseph & 
Feiss Garment Factory in Cleveland, Ohio (Nelson 
& Campbell, 1972) in Southern textile mills, and at 
companies such as Kimberly Clark and International 
Harvester.

From these earliest efforts which in many instances 
were designed to aid and protect women in their adap-
tation and day-to-day functioning in both white- and 
blue-collar workplaces, occupational social workers 
broadened their reach to the full workforce and pro-
vided a wide variety of services including medical 
and welfare examinations, organizing washing and 
bathing facilities, lunch rooms, loans, insurance, sav-
ings plans, job training, citizenship training, housing 
assistance, and family care (Fleisher, 1917; Googins 
& Godfrey, 1985).

By the mid-1920s, according to a U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics survey, most large companies had 
some type of welfare program (Stern & Axinn, 2011), 
with some companies employing a full-time welfare 
secretary and others contracting with outside agencies 
to provide social services (Popple, 1981).

Typically, company-hired welfare secretaries often 
came from religious-based charitable backgrounds, 
and were well-meaning, untrained and ill-equipped 
to deal with employees in crisis. The establishment 
of the welfare secretary function reflected the pre-
dominant paternalistic attitude of many businesses, 
often serving as a rationale for why labor unions 
were not needed.

Not coincidently, the corporations most likely 
to hire welfare secretaries were also firmly anti-
union, and thus these positions were typically 
viewed with prejudice by those in the labor move-
ment (Akabas & Kurzman, 1982). Over time how-
ever, an image of the occupational social worker as 
working for both employee and employer interests 
has emerged.

Two early examples of social workers performing 
employee counseling and social services in a work 
setting occurring shortly after the turn of the cen-
tury are found at Macys Department Store in New 
York City and at the Northern States Power (NSP) 
in Minneapolis. In 1916, a Department of Social 
Services was created at Macys in New York. Writing 

in 1944, Elizabeth Evans, a graduate of the New 
York School of Social Work, defined its focus infor-
mational, societal, and psychiatric. Employees were 
provided with comprehensive health, recreation, and 
education information and resources.

Caseworkers focused on the conditions of an 
employee’s living situation that could benefit from 
governmental or charitable assistance. Evans further 
described the department as “distinct and separate 
from the Personnel Division. Employees bring their 
problems to us secure in the knowledge that our rela-
tionship with them will be a confidential one” (Evans, 
pg. 12). As part of this overall effort, Macys was the 
first and one of the few workplaces to employ a full-
time psychiatrist, Dr. Temple Burling.

In 1917, social worker Ruth Gage Thompson was 
hired to manage the internal employee counseling 
program (known as the Social Resource Center) at 
NSP, a small, family-owned operation by its owner, 
Henry Marison Byllesby, who had a paternalistic, yet 
caring attitude toward his employees. Still in exis-
tence today, the NSP program is perhaps the longest 
continuously running occupational social work pro-
gram in the country.

Similarly, Metropolitan Life Insurance hired a 
“housemother” in 1919 to offer counseling services 
to employees and gradually broadened this employee 
service to encompass a trained staff and a pioneer-
ing program of “pre-retirement” counseling. (Dunkin, 
1982; Kemp, 1994).

During World War I women were employed 
in industrial settings in larger numbers than ever 
before, according to a 1956 study. Employers were 
sensitive to the need to help female workers adjust 
and integrate in the occupational setting and assist 
them in their family responsibilities as mothers and 
care providers.

Due to the high proportion of females in the 
workforce, employers often found it helpful to hire 
females, and in some cases trained social workers, as 
personnel workers or supervisors. Though no specific 
historical documentation exists as to actual num-
bers of social workers hired during this period, Miro 
(1956) states “…throughout the industrial settings 
social workers were frequently seen though they were 
never really regarded as such.”

The evolution of the position of welfare secre-
tary refined the paternalism of many businesses. 
The evolution of the role from the earlier untrained 
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welfare secretary to the emergence of the modern 
industrial social worker has humanized and democ-
ratized that paternalism.

Between 1920 and 1940, growth in industry 
social work programs began to slow, with oppo-
sition to such efforts growing from immigrants 
becoming more acculturated who saw them as 
paternalistic (Ambrosino, et al, 2015) and from 
organized labor which viewed the welfare secretary 
as beneficially providing social services while qui-
etly promoting an anti-union perspective (Maiden & 
Kurtzman, 2010).

 One author notes that the role of welfare secre-
tary was gradually merged from those staff trained 
in the new disciplines of business administration and 
personnel management (Popple, 1981). Depression-
era economic conditions in the 1930s also likely 
curtailed the expansion of additional support staffing. 
As a result, the industrial social worker almost disap-
peared from the American workplace in the decades 
after World War I.

However, with the onset of World War II, a new 
social and economic climate emerged in which mil-
lions of American workers required assistance with 
life during wartime. Employers, unions, and the gov-
ernment each responded to these needs in different 
ways. Social work services were charged with helping 
people adjust personally and productively during a 
time when industrial production to fuel the war effort 
was a critical common goal. Another major change 
was the institutional presence of strong labor unions 
which were used as platforms for the delivery of many 
of these types of services.

One example of a pioneering wartime social service 
addressing workers’ needs was a joint effort begun in 
1943 by the National Maritime Union (NMU) and the 
United Seaman’s Service. In Social Work and Social 
Living, Bertha C. Reynolds recounts her experience as 
a professional social worker directing a staff of six in 
the Personal Service Department as the union strug-
gled to cope with the family members of over 5,000 
members lost at sea.

Departmental services included assisting members 
and families in financial distress to procure loans, 
unemployment or disability insurance, locating sea-
men stranded in foreign ports after rescue, counseling 
or making a proper referral for those needing hospital-
ization, and assisting bereaved families. Ms. Reynolds 
was also responsible for fostering this approach 

through training for other unions such as the United 
Electrical Workers and Fur Workers. 

In a prescient observation regarding the rise of 
mutual self-help groups like Alcoholics Anonymous, 
Ms. Reynolds, observed “it is not hard to take help 
within a circle in which one feels sure of belonging” 
(Reynolds, 1951, p. 54). Subsequent to Reynolds’ 
innovative work, other labor unions in the public sec-
tor, garments, hospitals, and manufacturing industries 
initiated programs that offered a variety of occupa-
tional, psychosocial and legal services to their mem-
bers (Lewis, 1997).

Notable among these programs affiliated with orga-
nized labor were the rehabilitation and service project 
at the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America; a 
member assistance and legal assistance program at the 
American Federation of State, County & Municipal 
Employees; a social services program for members 
of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union; 
and a member personal services program at District 
65 of the Distributive Workers of America (Akabas, 
Kurzman & Kolben, 1979).

In the 1980s, a joint labor-management Employee 
Development Program between Ford and the United 
Auto Workers was formed to deal with the impact of 
plant closings on displaced workers. They created a 
Life Education Planning function which, in conjunc-
tion with the University of Michigan’s School of 
Social Work, brought in outside counselors called 
Life Education Advisors who offered a compre-
hensive service menu of personal development and 
career counseling, financial education, and retire-
ment planning. This successful program was to lay 
the foundation for the creation in 1984 of one of the 
largest joint labor management EAP efforts (Root & 
Dickinson, 2009). v

NEXT TIME: Services expand, social work field 
accelerates, the role of Alcoholics Anonymous.
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