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INTRODUCTION
Around the world, at least one in four people will suffer from a mental 
health problem at some point in their lifetime. For frequent travellers 
and expatriate employees, the likelihood of being affected is even 
greater.

Whether undertaking short-term travel or 
longer term expatriate assignments, 
pressures can be acute for the mobile 
workforce. Understanding stress factors, 
identifying symptoms and implementing 
strong procedures to mitigate mental health 
and wellbeing risks, are all important in 
helping organisations to protect their mobile 
workforce from falling victim to workplace 
stress.

As well as the obvious effect on the individual 
employees, it’s also important that businesses 
do not underestimate the impact a mental 
health issue may have on their organisation as 
a whole. Mental health and wellbeing issues 
have a significant economic impact. 

A World Organisation Health (WHO) study 
estimates that depression and anxiety 
disorders cost the global economy US$1 
trillion each year in lost productivity. In the UK 
alone, 15.4 million working days were lost to 
work-related stress, depression or anxiety in 
2017/18 (Labour Force Survey) with an 
average of 25.8 days lost per case.

As Health and Safety regulators increasingly 
require employers to manage stress, it is 
crucial that businesses start to address mental 
health in the workplace in a consistent and 
effective way, paying particular attention to 
their mobile employees. 
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ADDRESSING THE RISKS FOR TRAVELLERS 
Although many business travel programmes may provide advice on immunisations and 
information about avoiding food-borne illness, few focus on the more common threat 
to health: the stresses brought about by business travel itself.    

As well as the usual causes of workplace 
stress, business travellers can also find 
themselves experiencing: 

• Jetlag and the ensuing disruption
to sleep patterns

• Poor diet and a tendency to
increase alcohol intake

• Lack of physical exercise and
downtime

• Isolation and loneliness whilst
away from family and friends

• Adjustments to local cultures

All of these factors can have a 
detrimental effect upon their mental  
health and overall wellbeing and, over 
the long-term, can add up to chronic
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disease risks. According to Harvard 
Business Review, those who spend 14 or 
more nights away from home per 
month on business travel have a higher 
body mass index and are more likely to 
report poor self-rated health, clinical 
symptoms of anxiety, depression and 
alcohol dependence, no physical activity 
or exercise, smoking and trouble 
sleeping. 

Various other studies support these 
claims. A study of health insurance 
claims among World Bank staff found 
that travellers had significantly higher 
claims than their non-travelling peers, with 
the highest increase in health related claims 
being for stress-related disorders.

A second World Bank study found that 
75% of staff reported high or very high 
stress related to business travel. 
Another study conducted at a large 
multinational corporation found that 
international business travel was 
associated with higher alcohol 
consumption, lower confidence in 
keeping up with the pace of work, and 
lower perceived flexibility in fulfilling 
commitments.

75% of business

travellers experience 
high or very high 
stress levels
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ADDRESSING THE RISKS FOR 
TRAVELLERS 
There are a number of measures that can be taken to address 
some of the wellbeing risks that travellers may find themselves 
faced with:    
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PRE-TRAVEL HEALTH CHECKS
can help to provide greater awareness 
of any pre-existing conditions and, as 
well as facilitating honest conversations 
about wellbeing in general, can help 
companies to predict and reduce the 
risk of problematic health risks 
occurring, therefore enabling them to 
provide appropriate support. With only 
20% of business travellers proactively 
opening up to their employer about 
potential mental health and wellbeing 
concerns, organisations need to make 
the first move by normalising such 
conversations and removing the 
perceived stigma that still exists in many 
places.

Programmes that 
empower employees to 
self-manage stress levels 
can also be hugely 
beneficial. 

EMPLOYEE RESILIENCE TRAINING  
can teach employees how to recognise 
stress factors in their lives and deal 
with them in a calm and effective way.

EMPLOYEE WELLBEING 
PROGRAMMES  can help to teach 
employees how to reduce their levels 
of stress through promoting such 
things as healthy eating and exercise.
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ADDRESSING THE RISKS FOR 
TRAVELLERS 
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Aside from the fact that the benefits of 
implementing procedures and 
programmes to mitigate mental health 
and wellbeing issues among business 
travellers far outweigh the costs, 
employers also have a legal and a moral 
duty of care to ensure both the physical 
and emotional safety and wellbeing of 
their employees. 

ASSISTANCE PROGRAMMES

In addition to the preventative 
measures, it’s also important to have 
programmes in place that enable 
travellers to seek help or advice at any 
time, wherever they may be. 
Assistance programmes such as Anvil 
Assist can provide direct access to 
highly skilled counsellors who can 
offer invaluable support via telephone 
or Skype 24/7. This type of confidential 
counselling service for both travellers 
and longer term expatriates provides 
employees and organisations with the 
reassurance that expert help will 
always be on hand, whatever the 
situation.

For many organisations, business travel 
programmes are still driven by a need to 
contain costs and there’s often little 
thought around the effect on the 
travellers. Thinking differently and 
introducing even small changes like 
allowing time in schedules for travellers 
to have sufficient downtime and 
acclimatisation; encouraging the use of 
hotels with gyms or opportunities for 
exercise; and looking for options with 
healthier food choices can help 
significantly. 24/7

support and assistance 
provided by highly 
skilled counsellors
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ADDRESSING THE RISKS FOR EXPATS 
For expatriates, or those facing longer term assignments away 
from home, there are a different set of challenges to face. 

With triggers for depression and anxiety 
including stressful events and periods of 
significant change, the working expat 
community is particularly susceptible. 

SEPARATION FROM PERSONAL 
SUPPORT NETWORKS

One of the main reasons expats are 
vulnerable to mental-health problems is 
their separation from family and friends 
whilst overseas. The absence of close 
personal networks can compound the 
stress and anxiety suffered by expats on 
moving to a new region.

Even if personnel move with their partner 
or children, they will undoubtedly still 
miss the relationships and extended 
networks that they leave behind.

In an age of social media and global 
connectivity, it’s easy to assume that 
relationships will continue and that 
networks will keep in touch. The reality 
though can be very different and can 
leave personnel feeling isolated and 
vulnerable.

Being aware of this and encouraging 
expats to discuss concerns with family 
and friends in advance can help them to 
process the potential impact, consider 
coping strategies and even agree how 
they’ll stay in contact, even if that’s simply 
scheduling times for regular video calls 
and possibly an agreed number of visits 
throughout the year.

Ensuring that expats are allowed the 
time and space to maintain relationships 
in their home country, especially when 
different time-zones are involved, can
significantly help to ease the transition
and maintain those vitally important 
communication channels.
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Expats are three times 
as likely to feel trapped 
or depressed and are 
twice as likely to feel 
anxious or nervous 
as their home-based 
counterparts. 

ADDRESSING THE RISKS FOR EXPATS 
ADJUSTING TO A NEW LANGUAGE 
OR CULTURE

Expats often struggle with adjusting to a 
new language or culture. Even those with 
strong interpersonal skills can find these
significantly hampered when language or
different cultural nuances come into play.
As a result, feelings of loneliness and 
isolation can be quite common and can 
create additional stress and anxiety.

To address and prepare for these 
challenges, it’s recommended that 
individuals fully research a country’s 
culture and social opportunities to 
ensure that they know what to expect. 
Organisations themselves can help with 
this by arranging meetups with current 
expats living in the destination country. 

Talking to people who’ve made a similar 
move allows potential expats to get first
hand experience of what the country is 
like in reality and what potential options 
they have around social activities and 
connecting with others.

Well in advance of any move, providing 
access to, and encouraging the 
development of local language skills, 
where relevant, will also help to ensure 
that expats feel more confident with their
transition.

Alongside this, providing a local ‘buddy’ 
system, where new expats can openly talk 
to other established expats, is another 
way for organisations to help them to 
process some of their concerns in the 
early days.
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ADDRESSING THE RISKS FOR EXPATS 
With any new job comes a period of 
stress as employees adjust to new ways 
of working, new duties or responsibilities, 
new colleagues and the pressure to make 
a good impression. In a new country, the 
potential cultural differences and in some 
cases language barriers can obviously 
exacerbate these challenges.

Companies need to be aware of the 
added pressures on expats, especially in 
the crucial early days, and ensure that 
provision is made to help them adjust. 
Part of their induction programme needs 
to look, not just at their specific roles and 
responsibilities, but also at how they can 
manage their adjustment to their new 
environment.

It can be easy for expats to focus all their 
attention on the new job, allowing other 
important areas of their life – such as 
making new social connections – to fall by 
the wayside. Many individuals still find it 
difficult to open up about worries an 
concerns that they may have.

The onus needs to be on employers to 
open up dialogues with their expats, 
especially during the early days of a 
transition, and to actively encourage 
them to take advantage of any support 
on offer. Although the stigma around
mental health issues is slowly being 
eroded, there is still a long way to go. 

According to the UK 
Mental Health at Work 
project only

2%
of people would 
proactively talk to Human 
Resources about a mental 
health problem.
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ADDRESSING THE RISKS FOR EXPATS 
DEALING WITH DEPENDANTS

Expats don’t always relocate alone 
– which can create its own issues.
Relationships can come under strain if a
couple moves abroad for one partner’s
assignment and the other has difficul
finding work in the right field. If t
non-working partner has trouble making
friends or finding a sense of purpose
this can make matters worse, increasing
stress levels for both parties.

These stresses can trigger many serious 
physical and mental health problems. 
Stress is a very personal and subjective 
experience – what one individual finds
manageable, another may find crippling.
In general there are a number of things 
that can affect someone’s ability to
handle stress, including having a good 
support network; feeling confident and in
control of their life; being knowledgeable 
and being prepared for a stressful 
experience.

It’s therefore vital that employers 
consider the whole dynamic when 
looking at the provision of support 
for their relocating employees and 
need to consider the wider impact on 
family members, not just the employee 
themselves.
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THE BROADER 
BUSINESS 
IMPACT
Although first and foremost, 
businesses obviously need 
to consider the impact on their 
employees of frequent travel 
or longer term overseas 
assignments, there’s also a 
much broader impact on the 
organisation as a whole.
Looking after the mental wellbeing 
of travellers and expats is not only good 
for the employees, but also benefits the 
business. There’s an accepted direct 
correlation between stress and workplace 
disengagement. If an employee is 
experiencing high levels of stress at work, 
they are unlikely to be able to perform at 
their best and there’s a chance that their 
international assignment may even need 
to be cut short or terminated, having a 
direct impact on the bottom line.

Looking after the mental 
wellbeing of travellers and 
expats is not only good for 
the employees, but also 
benefits the business.
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MITIGATING THE RISKS
To really make a difference to the wellbeing of their travellers 
and  expats, organisations need to be thinking ahead and 
putting mitigation strategies in place that address many of the 
potential issues before they occur.

Taking pre-emptive action will not 
only allow them to tackle problems as 
they arise but also encourage broader 
employee wellness, reducing the risk 
of issues arising in the first place. 

For expats in particular, screening 
employees for their suitability for an 
overseas assignment, and enabling 
individuals to experience their new life 
during a short trial period, are both 
sensible approaches.

Providing individuals with the skills they 
need to manage their own mental health 
can also provide significant benefits fo
both employee and organisation.

Training them in preventative and coping 
mechanisms not only makes expat life 
more manageable, but also improves 
knowledge and attitudes towards mental 
health in general.

At least one in four people 
will suffer from a menta  
health problem at some 
point in their life.
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MITIGATING THE RISKS
EMPLOYEES WITH MENTAL HEALTH 
PROBLEMS PRIOR TO DEPLOYMENT

An employee may often hope that the 
opportunity to travel extensively as part 
of their role or to take up an overseas 
assignment will be a fresh start for them, 
possibly helping them to overcome any 
mental health problems that they may be 
dealing with.

Although the thought of potentially 
distancing themselves from their 
problems may seem appealing, it can 
often have the opposite effect.

The day to day stresses of finding 
themselves in a completely new 
environment can often be enough to 
trigger the resurgence of previous issues 
and the symptoms can be far more 
overpowering when the individual is far 
away from home. Although previous 
mental health conditions should not 
automatically deter individuals from 
travelling or taking up an assignment 
overseas, it’s recommended that anyone 
with a history of symptoms of a mental 
health problem discuss this with their 
family doctor, psychiatrist or a 
psychological health specialist.

Having a good understanding of 
symptoms and potential triggers can help 
in developing coping strategies and in 
deciding whether antidepressant 
treatment or psychological treatment 
may be useful. 

If the symptoms are well managed and 
monitored, the employee can recognise 
the signs indicating worsening of the 
condition and access the support needed 
early on. If the problem is recent or 
still present, then there is a real risk of 
it resurfacing or worsening when the 
employee makes any significant changes 
or moves overseas. Seeking expert advice 
prior to such changes will help to 
determine this risk and enable the 
appropriate measures to be put in place.
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IMPORTANCE OF IN-COUNTRY SUPPORT
Even with the best preventative strategies in place, those responsible for the wellbeing of  
travellers and expats need to be aware of the differences in the availability of mental health 
resources in-country, in order to ensure that, should an individual require assistance at any point, 
the right kind of support and treatment is readily available.

With services varying greatly country 
to country, an increasing number of 
businesses are now providing employee 
assistance programmes to help staff 
who are working overseas either on 
short-term trips or more permanent 
assignments. They enable businesses to 
offer their employees remote access to a
wide range of mental health services, 
including counselling and coaching. 

These typically telephone based services 
can provide employees with access to 
counsellors who can support with a 
number of conditions and can also refer 
individuals to local professionals 
if required.

The services provide employees with 
someone to talk to, in confidence, who 
understands their culture and speaks 
the same language, which can provide 
significant reassurance in stressful times.

NAVIGATION

ADDRESSING THE RISKS 
FOR TRAVELLERS

ADDRESSING THE 
RISKS FOR EXPATS

THE BROADER 
BUSINESS IMPACT

MITIGATING THE RISKS

IMPORTANCE OF 
IN-COUNTRY SUPPORT

ADDITIONAL ASSISTANCE

QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYERS

GENERAL WELLBEING ADVICE

ABOUT ANVIL

13



IMPORTANCE OF IN-COUNTRY SUPPORT
CASE STUDY EXAMPLE

A 25 year-old employee was recently deployed to South Korea by her company. Although having 
had a previous diagnosis of generalised anxiety disorder during her teens, she had since been 
coping well without any counselling or other support for a number of years.

After arriving in South Korea, she 
developed increasing symptoms of 
anxiety which were becoming difficult t
manage, causing her to feel hopeless and 
a failure in her new role. 

Having contacted Anvil, the young female 
talked her symptoms through with 
an in-house clinician, who found her 
anxiety score to be in the severe category 
and her depression score to be in the 
moderate category. 

Anvil arranged regular counselling 
sessions for her over Skype, using their 
own in-house counsellors. Affected by
feelings of loss and grief surrounding 
a life event from two years earlier, the 
counsellor explored the grief cycle 
with her. Compounded by significant
homesickness, her feelings around this 
were also explored, including looking at 
ways to help change her negative feelings 
into more positive ones. 

Following a total of 14 counselling 
sessions, her anxiety score had been 
reduced to low/moderate with no 
further indication of depression. Both 
her self-confidence and self-esteem
were significantly improved and she was
equipped with various coping strategies 
to help her self-manage in the future.

She is now successfully continuing to 
fulfil and enjoy her role in South Korea.
Should she ever feel that she needs 
further support, she has the reassurance 
of knowing that help is readily on hand 
and that Anvil counsellors are available to 
assist her.
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ADDITIONAL 
ASSISTANCE
Many medical benefits
providers and service partners 
can help by providing 
businesses and their 
employees the vital assistance 
needed, wherever they are in 
the world.
They can act as an important support 
network for individuals travelling or  
relocating for work, helping them to 
make the most of new opportunities 
while providing all-important peace of 
mind for their employer that their 
employees are in safe hands.
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QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYERS
Mental health is a growing issue for travellers and expats around the world as they come to 
terms with a new role, a new location and the emotional strain of being away from families, 
friends and familiar surroundings.

To ensure travellers and expats have the 
vital support they need when relocating 
or working away from their home 
country, organisations very much need 
to have both pre-emptive and re-active 
strategies in place to deal with potential 
issues that may arise.

There are a number of key questions that 
organisations can ask themselves when 
evaluating the appropriateness of the 
support provided:

•  What mental health resources and 
services do you have in place for 
travellers and remote/expat 
employees? 

•  Have you budgeted for mental health
support in relocation plans?

•  Do you provide an employee
assistance programme to help your
travellers and  expats?

•  Have you assessed the availability and
strength of mental health services and
support in relocation destinations or
destinations your people may travel to?

•  Do you have a medical screening
process for your employees, to identify
any physical or mental health problems
that may need addressing prior to
deployment and/or to put appropriate
support measures in place?

•  What support do you provide to your
employees considering a move to
another country during their decision
making process?

 -  Do you facilitate multiple visits and/
or extended trial periods in the 
region/place of work?

 -  Do you arrange meetings with 
current expats who’ve already made 
a similar move?

 -  Do you offer sessions with a trained
counsellor or similar to discuss 
wellbeing issues and how to deal 
with potential worries?

Cont’d...
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QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYERS...Cont’d

•  Do you proactively offer any ongoing support and assistance should travellers or

expats have any worries, concerns or feelings of uncertainty?

-  Do you provide 1-2-1 sessions with trained psychologists or counsellors?

-  Do you provide formal 1-2-1 sessions with line managers focussing specifically on
wellbeing (i.e. not tagged on to the end of a work related or performance review)
throughout the assignment?

-  Do you provide 1-2-1 sessions with someone other than line managers (e.g. an
official mentor or work ‘buddy’) focussing specifically on wellbeing?

-  Do you provide information on how to access internal or external help
or other resources to discuss general wellbeing or mental health concerns?

-  Do you provide emergency 24/7 access to a trained specialist or helpline to
provide emotional support, advice and referral to specialist care, if needed?

-  Do you provide an extended support programme that considers the needs of
expat partners and family members?

 Whilst planning their next trip or preparing for a new life abroad, safeguarding their 
mental health is often the furthest thing from employees’ minds. As a result, many may 
find themselves inadequately prepared for the challenges and the potential impact 
that it may have on their wellbeing.

 Aside from the direct human cost, this can also have a significant impact on the 
business with individuals returning home and the failure of assignments or relocations.

 Although there is now starting to be much more awareness and 
openness around mental health in the corporate world, there is 
still much that needs to be done to tackle the situation, 
particularly when it comes to the compounded issues that  
frequent travellers and expats can face.
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GENERAL WELLBEING ADVICE
Wherever your employees are working, whether they’re long-
term expats or just frequent travellers, mental health is an issue 
that can affect all

Mental health encompasses an 
individual’s total emotional, psychological 
and social wellbeing; their resilience in 
challenging situations and their ability to 
cope.

It is not uncommon to feel in a low mood, 
sad, anxious or overwhelmed by emotion 
at certain times. To some extent these 
feelings are perfectly normal. However if 
such feelings are affecting an individual’s
day to day life over a prolonged period of 
time it can be distressing and isolating.

Here are a few examples of mental health 
issues that can be experienced and 
possible treatments.

STRESS

•  Stress is very subjective. To some
extent a certain level of stress makes
us productive and provides focus.

•  Increased stress levels become
problematic and cause physical
symptoms such as altered sleep
patterns, poor concentration, an
increase in alcohol consumption and/
or smoking, headaches and a change
in appetite to name but a few.

•  Ongoing stress can be harmful to
health, for example, the development
of inflammatory disorders such a
irritable bowel syndrome or psoriasis.

•  Ways of alleviating stress can include
keeping a diary to see when situations
become stressful; talking things over
with a colleague, friend or loved one;
taking part in physical exercise or
relaxation exercises such as deep
breathing or meditation.
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GENERAL WELLBEING ADVICE
ANXIETY

•  Anxiety could be described as feeling
afraid or worried.

•  Physical symptoms may include
the feeling of a racing or irregular
heartbeat, nausea, sweating,
headache, fast breathing or chest
pains.

•  These feelings occur as the body’s
natural response to stressors (for
example, reaction to dangerous or
life threatening events - commonly
referred to as a “fight or fligh
response).

•  When these feelings/reactions occur
with no justifiable reason or th
reaction is disproportionate it can be
troubling. This can occur for a number
of reasons – including chemical
“imbalance” within the brain, genetics
or stressful events.

•  Many treatments for anxiety disorders
are non-medical as symptoms can be
controlled by talking therapies (such
as counselling or support groups) or
self-management (using media such
as apps or self-help books). In some
instances, medication may be required
but this should always be discussed
with a primary care physician.
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GENERAL WELLBEING ADVICE
DEPRESSION

•  Depression can vary in severity and
is diagnosed based on a series of
symptoms.

•  Depression is generally recognised
as “persistent low mood” (over weeks
or months rather than days), feeling
tearful, loss of interest in activities or
no joy in activities previously enjoyed.
Other symptoms can include tiredness
and more acute physical symptoms
such as chest pain or headaches.

•  Depending on the number of these
experienced within a certain timescale,
severity of the condition can be
established. The exact causes of
depression are not known but can be
linked to life stress events or genetic
predisposition. Those with long-term
physical conditions may also be more
likely to become depressed.

•  Speaking to a general practice
physician is recommended. Treatment
options include talking therapies or
cognitive behaviour therapy, self-help
books or support groups.

•  In many cases medical treatment
is required with anti-depressant
medication in addition to the
psychological therapies mentioned.

•  Talking thoughts and feelings through
with a loved one, and self-care via
mindfulness techniques or taking
some time out from work can also
help. Avoiding excessive alcohol
consumption or recreational drug
use is strongly advised as these can
exacerbate symptoms of depression.
St John’s Wort is a treatment available
without prescription, but its use is
not recommended without seeking
medical advice – it can have serious
side effects and be harmful for som
individuals. Other emerging natural
treatment options include Omega 3
supplements and the recommendation
to follow a more “Mediterranean style”
diet rich in olive oil.

•  Anyone with suicidal thoughts
must contact a health professional
immediately.
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ABOUT ANVIL GROUP
Anvil Group is a global travel and operational risk company that 
delivers advanced technology-led resilience solutions which 
identify relevant threats, warn those affected and prescribe what
action to take.

Anvil works with a global client base 
to protect their people, property and 
performance against risks. As part of our 
wider operational risk remit, Anvil Group 
works with and advises organisations 
around the world on how to fulfil their
duty of care to overseas workers, 
international assignees and relocatees.

Through our in-house medical assistance 
service, Anvil Assist, Anvil provides 
clinician-delivered medical assistance as 
part of a fully integrated end-to-end risk 
management solution.

REFERENCE SOURCES: 

https://www.who.int/ith/other_health_risks/psychological_health/en/

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-mental-global/mental-health-crisis-could-
cost-the-world-16-trillion-by-2030-idUSKCN1MJ2QN

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/03/how-to-tackle-the-mental-health-crisis-in-
entrepreneurship/

https://academic.oup.com/jtm/article/17/5/329/1822068

https://hbr.org/2018/05/just-how-bad-is-business-travel-for-your-health-heres-the-data

With a team of highly skilled in-house 
counsellors, Anvil can provide a remote 
counselling service over Skype and 
telephone to suit the needs of our 
international clientele.

Anvil ensures that organisations can 
operate wherever business takes 
them, safe in the knowledge that their 
people have access to the best possible 
care, with our connected approach to 
providing assistance. Our unique one-
call comprehensive assistance service is 
designed to embrace any event that could 
impact the health, safety or wellbeing of a 
corporate traveller or expat.
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For further information regarding the content within this report please contact enquiries@anvilgroup.com or 
to discover more about Anvil visit anvilgroup.com.
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