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Mark Attridge, PhD, MA will give virtual lecture on “Mental Health Programs – What Works for 
Your Company”, on October 5th, 2022 at the Brazilian Association of Quality of Life (ABQV) -
20th Brazilian Congress on Quality of Life.  

Fabiane de Sá 
Jornalista 
Press office of the Brazilian Association of Quality of Life (ABQV) 
fabiane@dehlicom.com.br 
F: 11 4106 4127 | 11 99717-7620 
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Questions: 

*Tell us a little about Dr. (your career, why work in this area, education)* 

Dr. Mark Attridge is President of Attridge Consulting, Inc., a company located in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota (United States).  He offers business strategy and research projects, as well as 
scientific writing and training services in the field of workplace mental health and employee 
wellness.  He is passionate about using research studies to understand the effectiveness and 
cost-savings value from employee use of wellbeing and mental health counseling services.  
Since 2007, he has consulted with over 40 clients across the United States.  He also consults 
internationally, with over 30 companies in countries such as Argentina, Brazil, Canada, China, 
Greece, Japan, United Kingdom, New Zealand, and South Africa.  He has written 40 papers 
published in peer-reviewed journals and book chapters and delivered over 100 conference 
presentations and professional trainings Many of his clients are companies that provide 
employee assistance programs (EAPs).   
 
Prior to starting his own business, Mark held management level corporate positions in applied 
research and health care benefits consulting.  He directed the National Data Cooperative for the 
Group Health and Benefits Division of Watson Wyatt Worldwide (2005-2007).  In this role, he 
was responsible for client reporting and research projects for over 35 large employers with a 
database of medical and pharmacy health care claims data from 1.3 million employees.  Before 
that he managed the Research Department for over 10 years at Optum (1994-2005).  Optum is 
a division of the national health plan UnitedHealth Group and a major international provider of 
EAP.   
 
Early in his career, he held many research and teaching appointments while pursuing his 
graduate education at the University of Minnesota (PhD degree in Psychology) and at the 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee (MA degree in Communication).  He taught more than 50 
sections of college courses at the undergraduate and graduate levels on a variety of topics in 
communication and psychology.   
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1 - What is the importance and benefits of quality of life and health promotion programs 
for workers? And for companies? 

With large segments of workforce experiencing stress, personal life challenges, new kinds of 
workplace demands, and a variety of mental health and substance use disorders, having 
wellness and treatment programs available is desperately needed for many workers and their 
families.  A small number of employees at-risk for suicide or accidents can also potentially be 
prevented.  Research studies on the kinds of health care and work-related productivity 
outcomes and cost-savings from users of such services also suggested that it makes good 
business sense.   

2 - With the hybrid work model, have the challenges and opportunities for workers' well-
being changed? Why?   

Most studies of employees who have worked from home or virtually away from regular worksite 
or office have reported better functioning, greater productivity and less stress.  However, some 
of these employees report difficulties with overwork and separating home and business life.  
Majority of employees now do not want to return to full-time office or onsite work style.  

3 – The lecture has title of: “Mental Health Programs – What Works for Your Company” at 
the 20th Brazilian Congress on Quality of Life.  What is the importance of debating this 
topic? 

The increased prevalence rates among workers for experiencing disorders of mental health 
support for anxiety, depression, sleep, substance misuse has increased (doubled in many 
studied) since the global COVID-19 pandemic.  This has caused greater demand for counseling 
and psychological treatment services, often more demand than available to serve.  It also 
coincided with safety precautions of not being able to deliver treatments in face to face clinical 
settings and created alternative of using technology (telephone, email, internet video, 
smartphone apps) to connect live counselors to troubled employees.  Other technology 
advances do not use real counselors and instead are used only by the employees themselves 
for education and self-care.  So, the key issues now concern how to provide support services to 
many more people (when there is a shortage of qualified counselors) and whether or not using 
technology access to counselors and using self-care robot kinds of tools are equally effective.   

4 - Dr. Can you give a spoiler about what you intend to present at the event? 

This presentation offers key findings from research.  Part 1 compares the research findings 
examining the effectiveness of live human counsellors using technology to provide their services 
with machine or robot counseling tools using technology that are self-directed and do not 
involve a real counselor.   Part 2 discusses opportunities in expanding the prevention and 
collaborative care roles of technology in the future of workplace menta health benefits 
strategy.  Traditional live counseling, although usually very effective, can benefit from integration 
of machine-based tools for mental health risk screening, prevention, and as adjunctive support 
to treatment plans.  Technology tools such as email, digital apps, and website programs can be 
used for changing the workplace culture and communicating directly with employees about 
mental health issues and how to see if they are at-risk, what support services are available, how 
to best access live counsellor and similar employee benefits.  The clinical treatment 
effectiveness for most digital apps and self-directed tools, while potentially quite good, is usually 
limited in applied use at early adopter companies by lack of use and early dropout. 
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5 – Even before the Covid-19 pandemic, we were already experiencing an epidemic of 
mental health problems around the world. Which companies should be mindful of mental 
health issues and take care of their employees' emotional disorders? 

The behavioral health risks have indeed been increasing for many employees in most countries 
around the world.  Economic instability and the ongoing damage caused by climate change are 
linked to unhealthy levels of stress, anxiety and depression for almost half of workers now in 
2022.  Differences by industry type or employee demographic factors tend to be small.  What is 
most consequential is the workplace social culture and how the leadership at the organization 
treats managers and workers.  Is the work culture one that provides psychological safety and 
strives to prevent risks to its workers?  Or is it workplace where leaders and managers 
disrespect workers, use bullying tactics, expect overwork and poor working conditions?  
Leadership is essential to creating and psychologically safe and healthy workplace.  Research 
has shown that employers that better support their employees tend to also make more money 
for their company stock than others who are less effective at human resources and offer limited  
benefits to employees. 

 

6 – To what extent can EAPs help organizations in the prevention of diseases and mental 
disorders and in the promotion of workers' health? 

Individual counseling provided by EAPs has a long history of research documenting it is 
effective.  These studies are from EAPs in the United States, Canada, Europe, New Zealand 
and many of the Asian countries too.  The concern has been more about how to increase the 
number of employees who use the EAP for counseling, rather than questions of its 
effectiveness.  Machine-based therapy tools are good for risk screening and education on 
mental health for most of the workforce.  They can also be used in combination with live 
counselors (called blended care models).  Future success involves greater integration at 
operational and data sharing levels of live counseling with techno tools.   A hidden problem, 
however, is when these techno-tools focus exclusively on the individual user, they completely 
ignore the workplace.  EAP professionals are experts in conducting manager consultations, 
leadership support, training for employees and managers, crisis preparedness and response, 
and other organizational culture-building services.  Thus, smart employers should ask their EAP 
to do more to directly support the workplace – beyond just supporting the individual troubled 
workers. 

 

7 - How can technology help companies in these processes? 

Technology tools are great for communication and creating connections with a large segment of 
the workforce.  The use of email, text, emails and other interactive apps on phones is 
recommended for general campaigns at companies to promote employee wellbeing and get 
employees and their family members to talk about mental health risks and how to get help when 
it is needed.  Education and learning about mental health issues is the critical first step in 
changing the workplace culture to be more inclusive and psychologically safe.  Employees will  
be afraid to use their employee benefits if that are afraid that their employer will penalize them 
by not getting a promotion or basic respect at work if they disclose having a mental health issue.  
Mangers and leaders at a company should therefore be visibly and regularly featured in all 
employee communications that discuss the needs for mental health support benefits and 
programs.   
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8 - Dr. has numerous articles and studies on how technology and EAPs can improve the 
mental health of the workforce. Are technologies really effective in these processes? And 
what should companies consider when deciding which tools to use in their employees' 
health promotion programs? 

There are thousands of published studies offer strong evidence supporting how using properly 
trained and licensed counselors, social workers and psychologists to provide therapy using a 
technology channel (telephone, internet video, text chat, email) is usually effective for improving 
clinical outcomes and often restoring work function as well for most cases.  In contrast, a 
decade of new research on robot technology types of self-help education and treatment tools 
(without involving a real counselor) is more mixed in the results.  In specific controlled situations, 
some of the digital only support tools can be clinical effective.  But applied real-world use often 
reveals the Achilles heel of self-directed tools, which is that the majority of people who try them 
tend not to continue their use enough to get the same benefit as when used fully as designed.  
Moreover, the vast majority of digital only mental health computer tools and apps have no 
research testing completed yet to prove their effectiveness.  Thus, while real counselors have 
real effects in treating at-risk workers, the digital only marketplace of new tools and apps has 
either missing data or limited support in real-life use contexts beyond small scale pilot studies 
conducted under favorable conditions.   

Adding live human supports in various types (licensed clinical counselors, coaches, peer 
supports) to users of digital self-directed tools does offer small increases in the effectiveness, 
yet most users still prefer to use either a digital tool by itself or a counselor rather than “blended 
care” models.   

The evidence suggests that most of the digital only tools for mental health support are actually 
better suited for use in goals of reducing the stigma for mental health, for prevention, and for 
self-care for the large segment of the workforce who are only at-risk or have mild or acute 
disorders.  The live licensed professional counselors (from EAPs or outpatient benefits) are 
better suited for brief treatment of employees with a wide range of personal life, work and 
mental health problems.  A smaller slice of the workforce with more severe and chronic mental 
health disorders can benefit from ongoing psychotherapy treatments combined with appropriate 
psychiatric medication.  

9 – In your opinion, what is the path of worker health and how will technology help in 
this? And Do you know how Brazil and Latin America are in this scenario in relation to 
other countries? 

The role of technology in the prevention and treatment of psychological and wellbeing issues for 
workers has already been adopted and accepted.   The lower cost to deliver services and 
information directly to large numbers of workers using email, website and phones has allowed 
for a wider range of services and benefits to be offered now by employers.  While this broader 
menu of employee benefits services is proliferating, the need to integrate and evaluate the 
success of the combined experience across multiple services is the next frontier.   Employers 
hold the keys to this advance, as the purchasers can demand how the different service 
providers should collaborate and share their information and data on employees and users of 
their respective services.  A more comprehensive and collaborative service model is one 
optimistic future.  Another more pessimistic future involves a confusing array of independent 
benefit providers, programs and policies that lack coherence and strategic direction for the good 
of all.    

Note: We plan to collect survey data from employers in Brazil on these issues and present the 
results as part of the presentation. 
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10 – How important is an event like the 20th CBQV for the health of workers and for 
quality of life programs in companies? 

Coming together as business leaders and benefits providers is essential to continue learning 
about important trends and facts.  The health and prosperity of workers depends on the 
righteous guidance and policies enacted by the leadership at their companies.  Sharing what is 
known from research and employer case studies is a good way to steer the discussion on how 
best to support the wellbeing of workers and in turn benefit from their restored productivity and 
loyalty.  

*Dr. Mark Attridge, we would also like to share some of your work here in Brazil. Therefore, I 
would like to ask if Dr. Could you sort the key data/information from your work: “Employee 
Assistance Program Counseling Improves Clinical and Work Outcomes: Longitudinal Results 
from CuraLinc Healthcare 2017-2022 in US” and Can Robots Improve Mental Strength Health at 
Work? ”? 

- When and where were these studies published? 

Attridge, M., Pawlowski, D., & Fogarty, S. (2022). Employee Assistance Program Counseling 
Improves Clinical and Work Outcomes: Longitudinal Results from CuraLinc Healthcare 2017-
2022 in United State. International Journal of Scientific and Research Publications, 12(8), 1-31. 
http://hdl.handle.net/10713/19539 
 
Parmenter, E., & Attridge, M. (2021). Can robots improve the mental health of the workforce? 
Benefits Magazine, 58(5), 38-45. [International Federation of Employee Benefit Plans – United 
States & Canada]. http://hdl.handle.net/10713/14684 
 

- What are the main conclusions these studies bring? 

COUNSELING OUTCOMES PAPER:  This article presents detailed empirical findings from a 
multi-year applied naturalistic study that focused on changes in clinical and work outcomes after 
employees used a national employee assistance program in the United States – called CuraLinc 
Healthcare.  Self-report outcomes were assessed with standardized measures at the start of 
counseling from 5,159 employees and again at 30-day Post use data on one or more of the four 
outcomes of interest.  Tests for each outcome sample found significant improvement after 
counseling with large statistical effect sizes.  Among the 487 cases using the EAP for a 
depression issue, the average severity level of depression symptoms (PHQ-9 scale) was 
reduced by 59%. Among the 440 cases using the EAP for an alcohol issue, the average severity 
level of alcohol misuse (AUDIT-10 scale) was reduced by 67%. Across all cases with absence 
data (n = 3,732), the average hours of work absence in the past month per employee 
(Workplace Outcome Suite scale) was reduced from 8.9 hours at Pre to 1.8 hours at Post.  
Across all cases with productivity data (n = 3,845), the level of work productivity (Stanford 
Presenteeism Scale) improved by 35%.  

ROBOT REVIEW PAPER:  A literature review of the trends in adding artificial intelligence and 
technological tools to support employees concerning workplace mental health issues.  
Employee assistance programs (EAP) and the new marketplace of techno therapy live- and 
machine-based tools are discussed and compared.  Key issues are described to help employers 
and benefit plan sponsors when considering which tools to use and promote for improving the 
mental health of the workforce.  Key recommendations from the research: 
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1) In addition to traditional employee assistance programs (EAPs) and behavioral health 
benefits offered through a health plan, mental health treatment options that employers may 
consider providing include telebehavioral health services, self-service digital programs and 
artificial intelligence (AI) digital intervention “robots.” 
 
2) Telebehavioral health offers live synchronous telephone or video counseling sessions with 
licensed therapists. Some services are offered through standalone secure platforms on 
websites or smartphones while others offer virtual medical and behavioral health visits.   
 
3) Digital programs are software programs through web portals and smartphone apps that allow 
users to work at their own pace without a counselor through activities such as meditation, stress 
reduction or skills building. Some of these programs also include the option to communicate 
asynchronously with human coaches. 
 
4) Artificial Intelligence bots use computer algorithms that or software programs that guide users 
through pre-programmed patterns of questions with branching logic that take a user down 
different decision trees based on their answers.  Some therapists also encourage their clients to 
use AI tools to augment care plans.   
 
5) When deciding which services to offer, employers should consider which solutions are better 
at certain areas of risk management for employee behavioral health issues, provide risk-
screening tools, are most effective clinically and which can reach the largest number of people 
at risk. 
 

- Is there any new data/information, at least here in Brazil? 

None of the research study data in these two papers is from services in Brazil.   

 


