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Do workplace wellness programs help in improving employee health and well-being: 

Evidence from a workplace wellness training for small rural businesses in Indiana 

Introduction 

Mental health problems, such as stress and depression, are growing issues in the US. The World 

Health Organization (WHO) reported that approximately 12.6% of the world's population was 

affected by mental health problems, mainly anxiety and depressive disorders in 2019 (WHO 2022). 

Mental health problems are deeply recognized among working-age adults. Work-related conflict 

and mental stress arise from various sources, including but not limited to communication issues 

among employees and problems with emotions. Previous literature suggests that conflict in the 

workplace causes financial and interpersonal burdens for both businesses and employees. 

Workplace conflict and lack of employee well-being affect worker productivity and worker 

retention (Overton and Lowry 2013). Lost productivity costs are notably high for businesses, 

which are 2.3 times higher than medical and pharmacy costs (Berry, Mirabito and Baun 2010). 

Reducing work-related stress and improving the psychological quality of work through mental 

well-being can prevent a substantial proportion of common mental health problems among 

employees.  

Our study focuses on the impact of a workplace wellness program on the health and well-

being of rural small business employees. We are particularly interested in rural small businesses 

because almost 15.4% of the population in rural US is below the poverty (ERS 2021), preventing 

them from getting health insurance. This directly leads to approximately 12.3% population in rural 

counties being without health insurance (U.S. Census Bureau 2022). In general, many employers 

support health insurance for their employees, but small businesses in rural areas cannot afford 

insurance for their employees. In addition, these businesses cannot provide workplace wellness 

training to their employees due to limited resources. To the best of our knowledge, there is no 

study on the impact of wellness training on the mental well-being of rural small businesses. To fill 

this gap, we design workplace wellness training to improve workplace communication, conflict 

resolution, and emotional well-being. Our goal is to study the impact of a workplace wellness 

program on the mental well-being of rural small business employees in Indiana.   
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Objectives  

The objectives of our study are to 1) study the impact of a workplace wellness program on the 

mental well-being of rural small business employees and 2) perform the economic evaluation of 

the workplace wellness program.  

Sampling and Data 

Our workplace wellness program consists of three modules: workplace communication, conflict 

resolution, and emotional well-being. The workplace communication module covers essential 

communication skills at work, including open-ended and closed-ended communication techniques, 

as well as active listening skills at work. The conflict resolution module explores the nature of 

workplace conflict and effective strategies to deal with and resolve conflict. The employee well-

being module includes strategies to improve well-being and the creation of a safe culture. We 

expect that participation in the workplace wellness program is related to increasing productivity, 

reducing absenteeism, and improving well-being among employees. For this study, we obtained a 

list of small businesses in Indiana and randomly selected 200 small businesses to receive the 

workplace wellness program and the employees of these businesses form the treatment group.  

Two hundred were randomly selected to be a control group and did not receive the program. We 

offered training to the treatment group which is 60 to 90 minutes in duration. Trained extension 

educators and researchers delivered training. This training can be conducted virtually or in person. 

We collected participant surveys at three distinct time points: pre-intervention, after-intervention, 

and post-intervention. Participants complete the pre-intervention survey before the training, 

provide feedback survey immediately after the training, and then complete the post-intervention 

survey three weeks after the training.  

Econometric Model  

Our analytical approach involves a simple difference-in-difference model. We compare the mental 

well-being of employees, measured by the Kessler (K6) score and the Patient Health Questionnaire 

(PHQ2), in the treatment group and in the control group to assess the impact of wellness training. 

The K6 was developed by Kessler et al. (2003) and measures psychological distress during the 

past 30 days. It has six items with five options from ‘none of the time’ to ‘all the time’. None of 
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the time is assigned to zero and all the time is assigned to 4. The total K6 score ranges from 0 to 

24 and a K6 score ≥ 13 represents poor mental well-being. Additionally, the PHQ2 has 2 items 

and the total score ranges from 0 to 6. A score of 3 is the optimal cutoff point, and a score higher 

than 3 is considered a major depressive disorder. We also directly evaluate the cost-effectiveness 

of the intervention for rural small businesses using absenteeism and presentism which is also used 

by previous literature (Martin et al. 2009). 

Expected Results 

Our expected result is that small business employees who participate in wellness training will have 

better mental well-being compared to those who do not participate in wellness training. More 

specifically, we expect that, after the wellness training, employees have lower scores on K6 and 

PHQ2 than their counterparts. As the training focuses on emotional well-being, it provides tools 

to manage mental stress. We also expect that wellness training will reduce absenteeism due to 

mental health-related illness, thus improving the productivity of employees. These results would 

be important for at least three reasons. First, given the limited mental health care professionals in 

rural areas and the lack of health insurance for rural employees, it can be a convenient service and 

cost-effective approach for the promotion of mental well-being. Second, even if health care is 

provided, small business employees may not have the time or resources to visit hospitals or therapy 

settings to get individual counseling with healthcare professionals. Offering wellness training 

services at their workplace can yield meaningful results. Lastly, the cost-effectiveness measure of 

wellness training can be a useful guide for business owners and policymakers in planning and 

implementing the wellness training service. 

Conclusion 

Work-related mental health stress is a growing concern as it incurs financial burdens. This study 

provides empirical evidence on the impact of workplace wellness training on the mental well-being 

and productivity of small business employees. Applying a simple difference-in-difference model, 

we expect that our results will show a positive and significant effect on the improvement of the 

mental well-being of small business employees. The findings of this study will be useful to 

policymakers and mental health advocates to upscale wellness training services to many business 

communities in rural areas in the US. 
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