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With growing evidence of the workforce 
health and productivity costs associated 
with depression – while recognizing that 

the current medical system focuses much more on 
physical illness – employers are expanding their 
efforts to address this important behavioral health 
priority. At Kent State University (KSU), members 
of the benefits team were concerned by data regard-
ing employee mental health issues, and a review of 
online health risk assessment data indicated that risk 
for depression was significant.

In fact, substantial costs were associated with 
depression-related treatment for employees and family 
members, with antidepressants one of the top 10 uti-
lized prescription medications.

Additionally, depression was cited as a recurring 
reason for family and medical leaves. These findings 
prompted KSU staff to prioritize depression-related 
issues by adopting a multi-year initiative beginning in 
2013, which focused on improving the awareness and 
management of depression and related mental health 
conditions. 

The Challenge in Getting Started
Implementing an effective organization-wide 

depression awareness program is challenging, requir-
ing a thoughtful and comprehensive approach that 
includes strategic planning, change management, pro-
gram development, and establishment of measures of 
program effectiveness and success. For that reason, 
KSU sought assistance from the organization’s EAP, 
IMPACT Solutions (Beachwood, OH). 

The two organizations chose to implement Right 
Direction (www.rightdirectionforme.com) offer-
ings as part of the planned mental health initiative. 
Right Direction is a free, online resource developed 
jointly by the American Psychiatric Association’s 
Center for Workplace Mental Health (Washington, 

DC) and the Employers Health Coalition (Canton, 
OH). Right Direction provides a turnkey set of 
resources and expert guidance on workplace men-
tal health, including how to launch a mental health 
campaign for employers.

The Right Direction platform includes guidance 
documents for employers and EAPs as well as an 
array of related communications materials and other 
resources. The tools are downloadable, customizable, 
and focused on helping organizations raise awareness, 
reduce stigma, and facilitate help-seeking behaviors 
for mental health in the workplace. 

Purpose
The goal of this article is to describe the collabo-

ration process between KSU and their EAP, present 
some high-level results from the initiative, and provide 
insights gained from the experience, with the hope 
that readers may benefit from applying these “real-
world” lessons learned in their daily work.

Methodology
Strategic planning with IMPACT began in 2013, 

approximately 6 months prior to implementation of 
the initiative. Collaboration involved joint develop-
ment of a strategic and operational plan along with 
organizational metrics to assess program participation 
and outcomes measures.

KSU had primary responsibility for program 
implementation, supplemented by EAP in-person 
support for awareness and educational offerings, 
as described in greater detail, below. IMPACT pro-
vided *de-identified EAP utilization data at baseline 
and on an ongoing basis to inform strategic plan-
ning and provide insight into the effect of program 
implementation.

KSU along with Employers Health representa-
tives shared responsibility for review of aggregated, 
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de-identified medical and pharmacy claims as well 
as EAP utilization data. (*De-identified refers to data 
that has been stripped of identifiers that could link to 
an individual’s name. In essence, it’s an extra layer of 
confidentiality.)

Development of process and outcomes measures:
In this study, various methods of EAP use were 

selected as measures of employee engagement, includ-
ing visits to the IMPACT Solutions website, calls to 
IMPACT by KSU employees and family, and partici-
pation in IMPACT Solutions-provided counseling.

With variability among EAP utilization rates, it 
seemed most reasonable to use historical data (year 

prior to Right Direction implementation) as a baseline, 
and then address incremental changes in EAP use fol-
lowing roll-out of the communications campaign.  
¾ An early step in the planning process was to bet-

ter understand existing EAP utilization patterns in an 
effort to identify opportunities to increase appropriate 
use. Review of aggregate EAP reports enabled KSU 
to gain more insight into who (faculty, staff, women, 
men, etc.) and for what reasons (i.e. family or marital 
stress, financial, legal, etc.) individuals were using 
EAP resources.
¾ Next, KSU was able to integrate EAP utilization 

data with medical and pharmaceutical claims data in a 
de-identified database. These combined data allowed 

KSU and their EAP partner to identify and prioritize 
focus on population-level work/life issues contribut-
ing to individuals presenting with mental health and 
stress/anxiety-related medical concerns. 

Development of implementation plan:
This enhanced understanding allowed KSU and the 

EAP to refine communication efforts about mental 
health issues, support, early intervention and available 
resources through the EAP and other campus partners, 
which included the HR Employee Wellness Office, 
University Health Services, Be Well Solutions (a com-
plimentary on-site or telephonic health coaching offer-
ing), Recreational Services, and KSU faculty experts.

Collaborative educational programs by KSU and 
the EAP helped employees recognize symptoms and 
factors that may be affecting their mental health and 
connected them to free and confidential resources for 
intervention and treatment.  

In the course of strategic planning discussions, EAP 
staff described their experience with KSU personnel 
and family members reporting self-stigmatization and 
reluctance to seek help. Accordingly, destigmatizing 
mental health issues and help-seeking behaviors from 
the EAP were incorporated as an important part of 
communications efforts, and continue to be a central 
theme. To that end, available Right Direction content 
provided relevant and supportive communications, 
and was incorporated into the broader communica-
tions offerings as described below.

Promotion to employees:
Communications and awareness initiatives jointly 

developed and implemented by KSU and EAP staff 
included the following components, as listed below. 
Both KSU and EAP staff felt that a multichannel com-
munications initiative would be likely to engage a 
broader range of individuals.

To summarize practices following program imple-
mentation, employee wellness information was shared 
every 7-10 days using multiple forms of media, 
including targeted emails, notifications on employer 
intranet, and weekly features in the digital faculty and 
staff newsletter.

In addition, monthly postcard mailings were deliv-
ered to the homes of employees. Employee specific 
events were held periodically throughout the year 
(i.e. Fac/Staff Rec & Play Days, Open Enrollment & 
Wellness Fairs, health fairs, walk and talks, etc.)

“For employers to be successful  
at promoting use of behavioral 
health services – whether via  

EAP or the health plan –  
collaboration is a critical component 

that can facilitate meaningful  
interaction and results.  

… Kent State’s partnership with 
IMPACT Solutions … resulted in 

increased use of EAP-provided 
behavioral health services.”
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¾ Customized communications. KSU displayed and 
distributed Right Direction materials, co-branded with 
IMPACT Solutions contact information. Materials 
included posters, wallet cards, coasters and newslet-
ters. Focus areas for communication included increas-
ing awareness of depression symptoms, with ways 
to seek help and support for co-workers who may be 
experiencing depression, as well as details regarding 
the EAP’s scope of services for managing depression.

¾ Educational sessions. IMPACT Solutions pro-
vided 36 in-person education and training sessions 
across all Kent State campuses, reaching more than 
400 managers and employees. 

¾ Ongoing communications. Monthly updates, well-
ness newsletter articles, posters, a dedicated mental 
health webpage, and monthly wellness emails featur-
ing topics on depression, anxiety, building resiliency, 
stress management, financial wellness, gratitude, and 
other mental health-related topics were distributed. 
Communications continually featured Right Direction 
and IMPACT Solutions co-branding alongside KSU 
wellness initiatives, and were generally focused on 
depression, stress, and anxiety as well as clinical mani-
festations of these mental health conditions.

¾ Employee events. During its first launch year in 
2014, Right Direction and IMPACT resources were 
distributed at 10 benefits enrollment fairs serving 
more than 800 employees, and at an employee appre-
ciation event attended by 1,600 employees. In sub-
sequent years, distribution was expanded to include 
other employee health and well-being events. 

Throughout the multi-year duration of this continu-
ing effort, the EAP was actively involved in providing 
in-person information sessions alongside the human 
resource team provided to KSU supervisors, manag-
ers, faculty, and staff. Initial discussions focused on 
the prevalence of mental health concerns, particularly 
depression, providing education about perceptions 
of the person suffering from the condition and those 
engaging with that individual. 

Most importantly, these sessions gave EAP per-
sonnel opportunities to familiarize themselves with 
employees and enhance their value to them by 
explaining the depth and breadth of their resources, 
and emphasizing how they can provide preventive ser-

vices, resources, and ongoing support for those recov-
ering from behavioral health conditions.

Through this process, the EAP became known as 
part of the health and wellbeing resources that are 
available to all Kent State employees and family mem-
bers, rather than as a vaguely defined service to which 
employees have access.

Data analysis:
Prior to data collection and analysis, KSU Board 

approval was attained to assure the protection of indi-
vidual privacy and confidentiality. In order to evaluate 
program outcomes, employee health and well-being 
data from KSU before and after Right Direction pro-
gram implementation were aggregated into a single 
research database.

EAP utilization data obtained from IMPACT 
Solutions, along with medical claims data obtained 
from the employee health plans, were combined with 
employee demographic data from the employer’s 
human resources department, and de-identified using an 
encryption tool by a third-party vendor prior to analysis. 
This dataset was then used for the detailed analysis. 

Results: 
Program outcomes were evaluated using baseline, 

pre-implementation data (January 2013-April 2014) 
for comparison purposes. Post-launch evaluation was 
completed for three sequential periods (from May 2014 
through December 2017) and annualized to control for 
slight differences in the respective time periods.

Key findings from the first-year post-launch 
KSU/Impact collaborative implementation of Right 
Direction included the following:

• An increase in the proportion of individuals self-
referring to the EAP with behavioral health as 
their primary concern; 15% at baseline, increasing 
to 17% at the first 6 months following launch, and 
to 24% at one-year post-launch.

• A 10% increase in traffic to the EAP website for 
searches relating to behavioral health concerns, 
with a nearly 4-fold increase in visits to the EAP 
website for all services.

• An increase in the proportion of EAP use driven 
by employee and family member outreach in 
comparison to mandatory organizational referrals.

• A one-year increase in overall EAP utilization 
rate from 13% to 15%, with a subsequent annual 
increase to nearly 34%. 
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Discussion: 
For employers to be successful at promoting use 

of behavioral health services – whether via EAP or 
the health plan – collaboration is a critical compo-
nent that can facilitate meaningful interaction and 
results. In this setting, Kent State’s partnership with 
IMPACT Solutions in the implementation of the 
Right Direction campaign and subsequent offerings, 
resulted in increased use of EAP-provided behavioral 
health services.

It is likely that the initial increase in EAP use was 
a driver for the subsequent increases in use of broader 
EAP offerings. While the potential value of EAP ser-
vices for employers may seem obvious, employers are 
often challenged to operationalize the process due to 
competing priorities – and often historical precedent. 
The willingness of IMPACT to engage in analytics, 
coupled with integration of Right Direction resources 
to address unmet employer needs, provided a basis for 
a compelling and successful multi-year collaboration.

Collaboration with EAP:
General info: Employers have an opportunity to 

capitalize on the existing relationship they have with 
their EAPs, where trust built from longstanding rela-
tionships may be an important consideration to pro-
mote greater employee and family member acceptance 
of the offering.

Many employers are exploring the use of digital 
solutions for behavioral health concerns, in part because 
of their ease of access and anonymity for users, but 
employee trust remains an important consideration.

The overall approach: The Right Direction program 
represented a starting point for KSU and IMPACT 
Solutions to build a broad depression awareness and man-
agement initiative, targeting EAP capabilities as a source 
of support for affected employees and family members.

The EAP’s willingness to put a face with the ser-
vices supported the trust-building that was necessary 
to promote self-referral and continued outreach. No 
overall increase in medical claims was observed for 
depression-related concerns, suggesting that the use 
of EAP resulted in a high rate of symptom resolution 
without the need for medical care.

Collaboration to this extent may well differ from 
the “traditional” EAP-employer vendor-client rela-
tionship, which is more narrowly focused on service 
delivery and reporting, with success defined on the 

basis of participation rates, rather than development of 
effective solutions to specific employer concerns.

While this specific study focused on mental health 
and depression in particular, future collaboration 
between the KSU and IMPACT might focus on addi-
tional employee and family issues such as finances, 
elder care, and relationships.

Further, the data suggest that as individuals bet-
ter understand the value of their EAP, their willing-
ness to use EAP services for other reasons is likely to 
increase.

Use of data to inform planning: 
Outcomes measurement was central to evaluating 

implementation of the Right Direction communica-
tions campaign. Without detailed information, it 
would have been challenging at best to evaluate pro-
gram effectiveness.

EAP utilization rates, reasons for outreach to EAP 
and aggregate demographic (age, gender, job cat-
egory) attributes of those using EAP services provided 
insights into opportunities to further improve EAP 
utilization rates. Partnership with IMPACT Solutions 
provided vital data to yield a clearer understanding of 
the impact of this initiative. 

The willingness of the EAP to share information – 
and importantly, to allow integration of utilization data 
with employee claims data – yielded a broader under-
standing of the data and has set the stage for future 
analyses to identify employee population subgroups 
that appear to be underutilizing the EAP as a resource.

It is vital to ensure that confidentiality to individual 
data is maintained. EAP willingness to provide the 
aggregate reporting was helpful, as was use of a third-
party vendor to de-identify and integrate eligibility, 
claims and EAP datasets.

Organizations desiring to improve behavioral health 
services use are encouraged to use a systematic and 
data/metrics-driven approach to evaluate their efforts, 
to ensure that communications are effective at increas-
ing awareness of available offerings, and that utiliza-
tion of provided services increases appropriately in 
relation to communication efforts. 

Over the long term, a consistent, data-driven 
approach to evaluation can help to identify unmet 
population and sub-population health needs, while 
also providing evidence for program effectiveness. 
Identification of specific, population-level problem 

continued on page 35
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areas can be identified, corrective plans developed and 
then monitored for their effectiveness at addressing 
the identified issue.

While some of these metrics may not necessarily 
demonstrate organizational value or cost savings, they 
can be useful in providing directional insights. 

For example, increased behavioral health-related 
utilization rates for EAP may portend enhanced 
employee well-being, recognition of employer interest 
in workforce well-being, and employee retention. It 
can be helpful to ‘connect the dots’ to show the rela-
tionship over time of improved workforce well-being 
to favorable business outcomes.

Approach to communications: 
One of the important lessons learned was that early 

during implementation, the hope was that a single 
communication regarding the Right Direction offering 
would generate a meaningful increase in EAP utiliza-
tion. As noted in the data, there was only a nominal 
increase in EAP use during the first six months fol-
lowing program implementation.

In light of these results, a change in messaging, 
using multiple communications tactics and channels 
as previously described in an established frequency 
appeared to enhance effectiveness, as evidenced by data 
at the end of the first year after the initiative began. 

Importantly, the behavioral health program also 
appeared to generate more interest and utilization 
from employees when it was incorporated as a compo-
nent of a broader well-being initiative that addressed 
physical health (diet, activity, weight management), 
financial well-being (budgeting, savings for retire-
ment), emotional health (managing stress, resilience, 
mindfulness), and social health (building a better liv-
ing space and community). 

One of the most critical factors for program effec-
tiveness is the development of not only a robust 
communication plan but also regular messages with 
scheduled frequency. These messages included:  
weekly email wellness updates, postings on the Kent 
State intranet, and dissemination by internal “wellness 
ambassadors” or champions.

In the future, KSU plans are to include race, ethnic-
ity and gender data in analyses to ensure that the needs 
of all population subgroups are effectively met. With 
growing awareness of the extent of the racial, ethnic 
and cultural diversity of employees, one-size-fits-all 
approaches may risk contributing to disparities in 

employee and family member support. Collaboration 
with the EAP in data analysis can help to ensure that 
available EAP-linked initiatives are meaningfully 
addressing the needs of the entire KSU population. 

Alignment with organizational culture:
To be successful, employer-EAP collaborative 

initiatives such as Right Direction must be mutu-
ally reinforced within the broader organizational 
culture. If not, such programs may not achieve the 
desired effect.

Especially today, EAPs are in a unique position to 
help employers better understand unmet population 
health needs – and particularly members of histori-
cally underserved sub-populations, including low-
wage workers, minorities, or specific employment 
categories, such as food or janitorial service workers.

A proactive approach can help employers identify 
opportunities to support a broader range of employees, 
thereby enhancing a collective sense of well-being 
and fostering a healthy organizational culture.

Summary
In conclusion, the Kent State and EAP collabora-

tion provided a basis to optimize use of each organiza-
tion’s capabilities and strengths to improve awareness 
and reduce the stigma of depression and increase 
employee help-seeking as part of a broader, ongoing 
well-being initiative.

This partnership – including strategy development, 
implementation and outcomes analysis – yielded clear 
and measurable evidence supporting the active role 
that EAPs can play in working toward targeted solu-
tions for employer clients. v
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