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Speaker:  Mark Attridge, PhD, MA

President, Attridge Consulting, Inc.
Minneapolis, MN USA
mark@attridgeconsulting.com

Dr. Attridge is a research scholar and business strategy consultant as President of 
Attridge Consulting in Minneapolis. Since starting his own practice in 2007, he has 
supported over 70 corporate and non-profit clients across the United States and 
internationally, most of whom are providers of employee assistance programs 
(EAP) or other workplace mental health specialty services.  Mark is a prolific writer, 
scholar and trainer with more than 30 peer-reviewed published papers and book 
chapters and 250+ other written works, presentations, industry workshops and 
corporate trainings.  Get free downloads from: https://www.eaarchive.org
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Abstract

Based on a recent article published in 2022 in the American Journal of Health Promotion, this 
presentation focuses on the business opportunities for EAPs in the small employer market.  
Small employers, defined as having less than 100 employees, are a major part of the 
workforce in the United States.  All data is from year 2021 March reports.  In the private 
sector, they currently represent 97.5% of all work establishments and the 69 million workers 
they employ constitute 52% of all of workers.  In the public sector, small employers are 59.5% 
of all work establishments but account for less than 2% of the total workers in state and local 
government organizations.  Every 1 in 3 small employers in the US now offer an employee 
assistance program (EAP) benefit.  This is up substantially from just 1 in 7 in 1999 (14% vs. 
33%).  Thus, about 21.9 million employees working for small employers today have access to 
an EAP.  A key question, however, is what kind of value small employers are getting from their 
EAP when the providers range from low use “free” programs embedded in other insurance 
benefits, digital only providers that do not support the workplace, or full-service EAPs.
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Learning Objectives

1 - Define the mix of employers based on different sizes in the 
private and public sectors in the United States.

2 - Determine the prevalence rates for having an EAP benefit 
among different size employers in the private and public 
sectors in the United States.

3 - Identify the business opportunities and issues for EAPs to 
support more small size employers. 
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These slides will be available soon at:
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Special Issue in the American Journal of Health Promotion

Defining Small Employers

Statistics on Small Employers and EAP

Historical Trends on % of Employers with EAP in U.S.

Study of Leaders in New York State on EAPs

Business Implications for EAPs and Q&A

PREVIEW
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About the Research
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Workplace Mental Health in the 
COVID-19 Pandemic Context
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Prevalence

• Mental health conditions include anxiety, depression, stress, alcohol and drug
• Historically, about 1 in 4 workers per year have a behavioral health condition
• During the pandemic, this rate has doubled 

Impact

• Unrecognized and untreated conditions adversely affect many areas:
• work performance & absence
• health care costs
• safety risks, accidents, disability, workers compensation
• turnover
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EAP discussed as
organizational level

intervention

Literature review of the stressors, interventions and 
expected outcomes from COVID-19 impact in three 
conceptual dimensions:

• Psychosocial (individual)
• Organizational 
• Environmental
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Increase for mental health providers 6 X 
greater than for medical care providers

Increase for mental health patients 4 X 
greater than for alcohol SUD patients 

U.S Sample N = 26 million (70% employer; 30% Medicare)
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Data in year 2022.
N=140 leaders in
rural southern 
New York state.
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Soon to be released WHITE PAPER from 
Organizational Wellness Systems :

https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/workplace-well-being/index.html
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Note smaller size & medium 
employers as case examples 
with effective MH culture.  

But EAP was not specifically 
mentioned in this article.
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Open Access – no fee to get article: https://doi.org/10.1177/08901171221112488d

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F08901171221112488d


Data Sources for the Study
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The EAP industry has no centralized public comprehensive listing of which 
employers have EAP (internal staff or vendor), who are the vendors of EAP, or 
anything about the scale of the these businesses, program costs, levels of 
use, or outcomes from service use.  [Rather odd for $2 billion market in U.S.].  

So, for this study I analyzed two publicly available data sources complied by 
the United States government:

• Bureau of Labor Statistics – National annual compensation surveys of 
employers about their employee benefits (random sample methods).  
Most recent = 2021 March for % with an EAP in Year 2021

• Census Bureau – surveys of the specific number of employers by size 
identified in County Business Patterns data.  Most recent = 2020 April.



Topics in the Study
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Workplace mental health in COVID-19 pandemic context
Defining small businesses (< 100 employees)
What are EAPs?
How is brief counseling provided?
Why is EAP counseling used?
Who uses EAP counseling?
How many employees use EAP counseling?
What types of EAPs are available?
How do small businesses buy EAPs?
How many U.S. workers have access to EAPs?
How many U.S. employers (workplaces) have EAPs in 2021?
Time trends for EAPs in U.S. from 1999 to 2021
What is the business case for EAPs?

EAPA member
audience already
knows this part



Defining Small Employers
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Private Sector Employers in U.S. in year 2020

• The smallest size employers (< 50 workers), constitute the vast 
majority of all establishments in the U.S., accounting for 94.5% of 
the total.  These workplaces employ 52.4 million workers, which is 
almost 40% of the total workers in the private sector. 
• Other smaller companies with between 50 and 99 workers are 

only 3% of the total employers in the private sector, but they 
employ another 16.7 million workers (about 1 every 8 workers). 
• All establishments with less than 100 employees when combined 

– defined as “small employers” for this paper – account for 97.5% 
of all establishments and also the majority of all of the workers in 
the private sector (based on both total count of over 69 million 
workers and 52% of total workers). 
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Private Sector Employers in U.S. in 2020
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52,396,317 

16,700,678 

33,575,795 

30,084,137 

Very Small

Small

Medium

Large

# Workers

Private Sector by Size of Employer in 2020:  
Total Employer Establishments & Workers

7,555,381 

243,199 

176,338 

21,963 

Very Small

Small

Medium

Large

# Establishments

SMALL = 97.5% SMALL = 52.1%
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Public Sector Employers in U.S. in 2020
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15,876 

10,959 

182,316 

1,197,271 

Very Small

Small

Medium

Large

# Workers

Public Sector (local & state) by Size of Employer 
in Year 2020: Total Establishments & Workers

1,084 

146 

755 

592 

Very Small

Small

Medium

Large

# Establishments

SMALL = 59.3% SMALL = 1.9%



Public Sector Employers in U.S. in 2020

• Public sector in the U.S. (ie, local and state government 
employers; excluding federal government workers) has story 
is both similar and different from private sector. 
• Although small employers (ie, under 100 workers) represent 

almost 60% of all government establishments, these 
organizations employ only a small fraction of the total 
workers at the local and state government level (< 2% of the 
1.4 million total count of employees). 
• Federal government employs another 2.2 million workers.  

All of these workers have EAP - Federal Occupational Health.
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Establishments

Private Public

Total Workers

Private Public
7.8 million vs. 1,950 69.1 million vs. 26,835

Almost All Small Employers are in Private 
Sector: Total Establishments - Total Workers 

Year 2020



Statistics on
Small Employers and EAP

in Year 2021
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How many U.S. workers have access to EAPs?
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Bureau of Labor Statistics national random sample interview data, year 2021 March.

In the private sector, the percentage of workers with an EAP benefit ranges from 
about 1 in every 4 workers at the smallest size employers (under 50 workers = 27%), 
to almost half of workers at companies with between 50 and 99 workers (46%), to 
about two-thirds of workers at medium size companies (66%) and better than 8 in 
every 10 workers at large companies (87%).   BUT – the overall is only 51%.

Results for the public sector reveals the same increasing trend by size of employer 
but at higher overall rates. The percentage of public sector workers with an EAP 
benefit ranges from 60% of very small organizations, 68% of workers at companies 
with between 50 and 99 workers, 69% of workers at medium size organizations, and 
89% of workers at large organizations.  Overall is 78%.  



Private Sector Workers with Access to EAPs
in year 2021
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• Assumes the number of employers and workers from Year 2020 BLS data is same in Year 2021



69

14.1

7.7

22.2

25.0

Total

Very Small

Small

Medium

Large

% Employers Offer EAP                                           Employer SIZE                       # Total Workers (in millions)

83%

66%

46%

27%

51%

EAP in Private Sector in U.S. in Year 2021

22 million

• Assumes the number of employers and workers from Year 2020 BLS data is same in Year 2021
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Public Sector Workers with Access to EAPs
in year 2021

• Assumes the number of employers and workers from Year 2020 BLS data is same in Year 2021



1097

10

7

126

1066

Total

Very Small

Small

Medium

Large

% Employers Offer EAP                                        Employer SIZE                              # Total Workers (in 1,000s)

89%

69%

68%

60%

78%

EAP in PUBLIC Sector (local/state) in U.S. in Year 2021

17k

• Assumes the number of employers and workers from Year 2020 BLS data is same in Year 2021



136.3

69.1

33.8

33.5

Size                        Number of Establishments                                     Number of Workers (in millions)

Number of Employers & Workers in U.S. in Total: 
By Size, Year 2021 (across sectors & FOH)

8,000,179 

7,798,580 

177,093 

22,556 Large 
(500+)

Medium 
(100-499)

Small 
(1-99)

TOTAL

98% 51%



Size                    # Establishments EAP                             # Workers EAP (in millions)        % Workers with EAP

Number of Employers & Workers in U.S. with EAP Benefit: 
By Size, Year 2021 (across sectors & FOH)

Large 
(500+)

Medium 
(100-499)

Small 
(1-99)

TOTAL

98% 51%

72.4

21.9

22.3

28.2

30%

116,910 

19,020 

30%2,466,166 = 95%

2,602,096 53%

32%

66%

84%



63,988,373 

28,216,511 

22,258,523 

21,853,748 
EAP Status

No EAP
EAP Large (500+)
EAP Medium (100-499)
EAP Small (1-99)

Total Workers in U.S. in 2021 with EAP = 53%

Total = 136 million + (across sectors & FOH)

16%

16%

21%

47%



Historical Trends for
EAPs in U.S.

from Year 1999 to 2021
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Time Trends in Percentage of Employers with EAP: 
1999 to 2021 in Private Sector by Size

22-year Growth:

Large       1.23 X

Medium  1.62 X

Small       2.36 X

Greatest rate of
historical growth 

in EAP is from
Small Employers



Time Trends in % of SMALL Employers have EAP: 
1999 to 2021 in Private Sector

31% to 33% 
increase 

since 
pandemic



Summary of Opportunity for EAPs in the 
Small Employer Market in U.S.

• 22 million workers at small employers (< 100 total employees) have access to an 
EAP (which represents almost 1/3 of all workers with EAP). 

• Over 2 million small employers in U.S. sponsor some kind of EAP coverage (which 
represents over 94% of all employers with an EAP).  

• Greatest growth over last 22 years (and during pandemic) in getting an EAP is 
from small employers in private sector. 

• But - there are 5 million additional small businesses that do not (yet) have an EAP.   

• This is BIG POTENTIAL market for EAPs of almost 47 million total workers.  @ $25 
PEPY = more than $1 billion gross annual revenue in sales for industry. 



The Business Case for EAPs is Well-established
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Research literature indicates counseling provided by EAPs is generally effective for 
most clients, regardless of provided in-person, telephone, or using internet video.  
The pandemic has increased overall use rates and increased # sessions per case.  

The financial return on investment for EAPs is compelling with cost savings to purchaser
in multiple areas.  Such as avoided health care claims, avoided lost work productivity 
and absenteeism, and possibly avoided employee turnover, accidents, disability claims 
or other high cost events.

My analysis estimated a $3.25 return for every $1.00 invested in the EAP for the 
typical small employer in the U.S. This was based on only on cost savings from 
work presenteeism and absenteeism outcomes of $2,034 savings per counseling case, 
$25 per employee per year investment in the EAP and 5% annual clinical use rate.  

Given relatively low cost for EAP and good ROI, why don’t more companies have EAPs? 



New Study Data on EAP in 
Small Businesses in U.S.

from the Leader Perspective
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2022 Study of Small Employers in 
Rural New York State in U.S.: 

The Role of EAPs

Joel Bennett, PhD
Aldrich Chan, MS

Mark Attridge, PhD

article in-press at Benefits Magazine
(IFEBP - International Federation of Employee Benefit Plans –

30,000 members in US & Canada)

Working title: “What About Workplace Leaders? Views on Mental Health, 
EAP, and Needs for Substance Use Prevention”
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9%

25%

16%

50%

% Employers

Don't Know

No

Yes EAP Health Plan /
Insurance
Yes EAP Vendor

41

N = 113 leaders

New York Leader Study – 2022 
How many have an EAP benefit? = 2/3



42© Attridge Consulting, Inc.  2022

7%

40%

46%

83%

100%

7%

20%

31%

17%

68%

27%

15%

18%

13%

8%

Micro (1-10)

Very Small (11-49)

Small (50-99)

Medium (100-499)

Large (500-999)

EAP Vendor EAP - Insurance No EAP Don't Know

SMALL 
Combined

= 48% 
EAP 

r = .49*

New York Leader Study – 2022 
Have EAP by Size of Employern =

12

30

13

30

28

BIG
100%  
EAP

EAP by Sector:  78% Public > 48% Private.   EAP unrelated to company financial state.   
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New York Leader Study – 2022 
If have EAP, how do leaders evaluate it?  By Provider Type

33% Not or ?

44% Minimal

23% Effective

EAPs have mixed story on effectiveness from business leader perspective.  Why?

>

<

Slightly more effective if from vendor (r = .23*) or if larger size employer (r = .19)



Business Implications for EAPs
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How Do Most Small Employers Buy EAP?
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Many smaller businesses rely on insurance brokers to select their provider 
of EAP services (along with other insurance needs).  Many insurance 
carriers also sell very low-cost EAPs or even give away EAP services for free 
if other higher-revenue insurance products are purchased. Because of this 
sales model, many small employers may be unwitting victims of “imposter 
EAPs” or digital-only providers that support workers via remote access.   

Some buy as a consortium with other small businesses in same field / 
industry / geographic region.

Low cost and “Free EAPs” are minimally promoted and lack much (if any) 
interaction with the workplace and the managers and HR staff who can 
make referrals.  These EAPs are under-utilized and offer little real business 
value.  This could explain the “I don’t know” findings in the NY state study.



Technology Options for EAP at Small Employers
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What role does remote technology 
tools from EAPs – or other partner 
companies – play in reaching 
employees and leaders at smaller 
workplaces?

Does a digital approach to customer 
account management and training 
delivery make EAPs more financially 
viable for small employers?

Comments?

Note:  Most digital-only Apps for mental health fail to also support the workplace.



Small Employers at Greater Need for EAP
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EAPs may be more relevant for smaller size employers as they have fewer workers and managers 
available to make the business successful.  Leaders themselves are particularly at-risk from 
dealing with EAP-related issues among their employees (40% of time – in one study). 

They tend to have younger age workers and provide lower wages and benefits (compared to 
larger and public sector employers).  Thus, they have greater risks for a behavioral health 
breakdown to occur and yet workers have less personal resources to respond to such issues.  

Many smaller employers are in rural locations which tend to have fewer publicly funded social 
support services for counseling and related family/legal/financial problems. 

Will employees trust that EAP use is confidential at smaller workplaces?

The role of leadership and workplace culture is even more critical for small business:  Does it 
embrace or ignore psychological safety issues and role of leading by example for talking about 
mental health and substance use issues?  Our NY state study found about 1 in 4 smaller 
employers wanted to do more in adding mental health / SUD prevention and support programs. 



Practical Issues for EAP at Small Employers
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Very few small employers may have an internal staff model EAP.   What kind of EAP 
providers are small employers actually getting?  

1. Full service vendor of EAP (local, regional, national)
2. EAP purchased from a health plan insurance company
3. “Free EAP” embedded in other products from specialty insurance carrier 

Among EAP vendors, what is the mix of employers by size across all customers?

Can EAPs make a profit selling to small employers?

Can EAPs provide quality clinical services to clients at small employers?

Can EAPs provide effective account management, promotion, trainings, and reporting 
to small employers?



49© Attridge Consulting, Inc.  2022



50© Attridge Consulting, Inc.  2022


