Screening and treating depression

Worksite wellness programs often focus on physical health. Programs to improve nutrition, increase exercise and encourage smoking cessation are aimed to reduce the human and monetary costs associated with cardiovascular disease, obesity and tobacco use. However, addressing mental health may be just as important in keeping employees on the job and controlling health care costs. With New York state requiring that health insurers cover mental illness as they do physical ailments, employers and insurers may look for programs that show results and save money.

Depression costs tens of billions of dollars each year, much of which is associated with decreased productivity. Ways to screen for and treat depression among employees exists, but these tools are not used to their fullest extent. Employers who offer additional screening and care may save up to $3,000 per 1,000 workers over five years and keep employees on the job, according to a study in the December issue of Archives of General Psychiatry. 


Dr. Philip S. Wang and colleagues developed a computer model to analyze the costs and benefits of screening all employees for depression and then following up with strategies that included telephone counseling. The model used a hypothetical workforce of 40-year-olds, the median for U.S. workers, which was divided into six groups reflecting the percentages of depression and treatment status in the general population. After three months, the model was shifted and workers were moved among groups based on information in previous studies on the topic of depression. Costs for the model were based on adding questions to health risk appraisals, and treatment costs were based on data from health plans.

An analysis of the results from the employer’s perspective showed a savings of $2,895 per 1,000 workers after five years. The researchers acknowledged that increasing the use of services to save money seems to defy logic. The savings comes, the researchers wrote, from reduced absenteeism, increased productivity and lower rates of employee turnover. 

The model needs to be tested in real-life situations, the researchers said. In addition to benefits for the employer, the model also showed benefits to society in that hypothetical workers who received the enhanced services enjoyed more time without depression.  Employers, working with their health insurers and employee assistance programs, may be able to devise cost-effective mental health programs that benefit the company and the worker.

Patti Singer, M.S. Ed., is with the Worksite Health Alliance of Greater Rochester (www.whagr.org), which provides companies with the resources, education and skills to develop cost-effective programs that promote health and wellness in their workplace.
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