100 Years of Workforce Wellbeing
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Employee health and happiness has come a long way over the last century — and our
understanding of the employer’s role in employee wellbeing took a giant leap forward during the
pandemic. What started as a simple means of maximizing employee output has matured into a way

to attract, engage, and retain top talent. Employee wellbeing is now central to the cultures and
business strategies of leading global organizations. Let’s look back at some of the key milestones
that have helped define the role of employee wellbeing in today’s employment landscape — and

take a look ahead!

Employers focus on achieving

efficiency and maximum output

1926

Henry Ford, believing that too many
hours were bad for workers'
productivity, institutes a 5-day, 40-hour
work week.

1942

The passage of the Stabilization Act
leads to the modern era of
employer-sponsored health insurance.

1949

Pioneering endocrinologist and
researcher Hans Selye introduces the
concept of “stress,” revolutionizing our
understanding of the causes and
mechanisms of disease and of the
mind-body connection.

Greater understanding of the
connection between lifestyle and

health prompts expansion of
wellness benefits

1958

Companies such as Texas Instruments,
Rockwell, and Xerox institute the first
employee fitness programs, making
physical health a corporate priority at 3
of the largest U.S. employers.

1964

Journal of Safety Research begins
publication as part of the emergence of
the field of occupational health to
understand work’s physical and mental
impact on employees.

1965

With the war in Vietnam giving rise to
the peace movement, modern Western
holistic wellbeing trends like
meditation, yoga, acupuncture, and the
need for whole foods enter the
collective consciousness.

1971

The Occupational Health and Safety
Administration (OSHA) is established to
ensure safe and healthful working
conditions for working men and
women.

1982

The blockbuster exercise video Jane
Fonda's Workout sells one million
copies and inspires employers to build
on-site fitness centers and implement
health promotion programs.

The pursuit of “health and wellness’
becomes a cultural initiative that

shapes people’s employee
benefit expectations
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1924 - 1932

The Hawthorne Studies explore the
role of physical job factors on
productivity, sparking interest in the
concept that employee wellbeing
impacts job performance.

1933

Hershey Chocolate Company
dedicates a new recreation complex
featuring a gymnasium, swimming pool,
and game room.

Post-war economy ripens the climate

for more humanistic employee
benefit programs
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1986

The National Academy of Sciences
calls for a smoking ban on all
domestic flights.

1992

In response to the AIDS epidemic,
The Business Responds to AIDS
program is formed as a public-private
partnership among the CDC, the
public health sector, the business
sector, and labor to provide
workplace education and community
services in order to prevent the
spread of HIV.

Technology transforms how
stakeholders design, measure, and
deliver health and wellness benefits

2002

The first wearable technology
device, the Bluetooth headset, is
introduced into the corporate world,
ushering in a decade of innovation
which leads fitness monitors,
trackers, and early generation of
smartwatches into the workplace.

2005

USDA publishes MyPyramid Food
Guidance System and incorporates the
concept of physical activity.

2015

Grokker introduces its popular
consumer app to employers to meet
employees' demand for personalized,
video-centric wellbeing resources.

2017
Global wellness economy reaches
$4.2 trillion.

2019

78% of employers consider employee
wellbeing to have a meaningful role in
their business strategy.

2022
The workplace wellness market will
grow to $66 billion.

2025
36.2 million Americans will work remotely,

increasing the need for digital, on-demand

wellbeing resources.

1948

Newly founded World Health
Organization redefines health as a state
of complete physical, mental, and social
well-being.

1954

American Cancer Society publishes
preliminary findings of a cause and
effect relationship between cigarette
smoking and death.

1956

Workplace employee assistance
programs (EAPs) extend beyond
alcohol abuse to assist with mental
health problems.

1964

Surgeon General Luther Terry publishes a
report concluding that “cigarette smoking
is a health hazard of sufficient importance
in the United States to warrant
appropriate remedial action,” fueling
stop-smoking efforts across the US.

Social and political forces help define
and broaden employer’s role in

employee welfare

1970

U.S. Congress passes the Hughes Act,
mandating that all federal employees
have access to an EAP program.

1979

Johnson & Johnson launches its
breakthrough Live for Life program,
encouraging workers to adopt healthier
habits.

1980
80% of all Fortune 500 companies
have EAPs.

1984

Boeing becomes the largest U.S.
corporation to ban smoking in the
workplace.

1986

A collaborative effort by Prudential and
the CDC demonstrate that Health Risk
Assessments could ultimately lower
company healthcare expenditures,
reduce absenteeism, and increase
productivity, leading to rapid uptake
among US employers.

1990

The Department of Health and
Human Services releases “Healthy
People 2000,” a strategy for
improving the health of Americans by
the end of the century that leads
employers to start sponsoring
physical activity and fitness programs.

1998

The Health Enhancement Research
Organization (HERO) study, inspired and
funded by a consortium of employers
and worksite health promotion
advocates, reveals that a quarter of
total employee medical costs were
associated with tobacco use, diet,
exercise, and stress.

2003
Employee-friendly HSAs are approved
by congress.

2010

The passage of the Affordable Care Act
ensures that employer-sponsored
private insurance continues to play the
central role in providing health
coverage for working age Americans
and their dependents.

As the lines between work and life
blur, workforce wellbeing benefits
become more holistic and
on-demand

2017
76% of global employees report
they’re struggling with their wellbeing.

2018

Productivity losses due to poor
health costs U.S. organizations
$1,958 per employee.

2020 - 2021

COVID-19 pandemic impacts
employees’ work and personal lives,
accelerating investment and
innovation in the ways employers
care for and support their workforce.

2025
The global mHealth apps market will
reach $111.1 billion.

2028
Global corporate wellness market
expected to reach USD $93.4 billion.
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