
Workplace health risk: The high costs of 
lost productivity and additional healthcare 
associated with employees' unhealthy habits
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About this report
Each year, US organizations incur significant 
excess costs as a result of employees’ 
unhealthy lifestyles. Business impacts include 
increased absenteeism, reduced productivity 
at work (“presenteeism”), reduced team 
efficiency and morale, and increased health 
costs. 

However, locating studies that quantify such 
costs in an employee-centric way that is 
meaningful to organizational decision makers, 
particularly the C-suite, is a difficult and time-
consuming task. After many months combing 
the literature, SelfHelpWorks has compiled 
this report as a quick reference guide. 

The report illustrates the prevalence and cost 
impact of six key unhealthy lifestyle behaviors 
known to cause chronic disease. It also 
provides data regarding the prevalence and 
per-capita costs of diabetes, an increasingly 
common condition. The onset of diabetes 
is commonly associated with an unhealthy 
lifestyle, and its progression is usually 
associated with poor lifestyle management.

Two cost factors are addressed in this report: 
additional healthcare spend and productivity 
loss. The data illustrates that the benefits 
of implementing an effective lifestyle risk-
reduction program can be significant.

Disclaimer: The data and 
source references cited 
in this document are not 
the result of an exhaustive 
literature review and are for 
illustrative purposes only. 
The data shown in this report 
may vary from data in other 
studies that are not shown 
here. Prevalence data is 
based on the total US adult 
population. Historical costs  
have not been adjusted to 
current dollars. Data may 
be influenced by numerous 
factors, for example 
geographical location, 
industry and demographic 
makeup, and may vary 
significantly within a specific 
population.
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The six key unhealthy lifestyle risks
As shown below, 80% of all chronic disease costs are a result of eight key health-related 
risks that drive 15 chronic conditions. Six of the eight risks are behavioral in nature—
eliminating these unhealthy behaviors is up to the individual.

Poor diet

8
Risks and 
behaviors

Physical 
inactivity

Smoking

Lack of health 
screening

Poor 
standard of 
care

Insufficient 
sleep

Excessive 
alcohol 

Drive 15 
chronic 
conditions

Accounting for 80%
of total costs for all chronic 
illnesses worldwide

1.	 Diabetes
2.	 Coronary Artery Disease
3.	 Hypertension
4.	 Back Pain
5.	 Obesity
6.	 Cancer
7.	 Asthma

8.	 Arthritis
9.	 Allergies
10.	Sinusitis
11.	Depression
12.	Congestive Heart Failure
13.	Lung Disease (COPD)
14.	Kidney Disease
15.	High Cholesterol

Source: AON Hewitt Annual Health Care Survey

Poor stress 
management

Insight: This data offers great hope because it suggests that most chronic 
conditions—and the massive healthcare and other costs they drive—can be 
prevented by simply helping people avoid or eliminate the six key unhealthy 
behaviors. However, in reality each of these behaviors can be very difficult to 
change once they become a habit. The reason is that they have an emotional 
component that usually resists traditional behavior modification techniques.

Prevalence and per capita costs
The following charts show the prevalence of each key behavioral issue, along with 
additional per capita healthcare and lost productivity costs. Please note that statistics 
are shown for obesity rather than for poor diet per se because—although the potential 
consequences of a poor diet are numerous—obesity is currently of major concern in US 
health.
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Obesity

A recent Duke University study4 found 
that the biggest perceived barriers to 
healthy eating in a workplace weight 
management program were lack of 
self-control and convenience. The 
biggest barriers to exercise were lack 
of interest and motivation. In other 
words, weight management begins in 
the mind, not the body.

39.8%1

Prevalence in US 
Adult Population

Per Capita Costs

$1,4293

$5062

$1,935

Additional 
Healthcare

Lost 
Productivity

Total

High stress at work

The very nature of today’s competitive 
business climate makes it impossible 
to eliminate stress from the 
workplace. In addition to removing 
environmental stressors, consider 
implementing cognitive solutions that 
help build resilience by retraining 
the brain’s habitual reaction to 
the recurring stressful situations 
employees face on a regular basis.Prevalence in US 

Adult Population
Per Capita Costs

$1,4209

$3018

$1,721

Additional 
Healthcare

Lost 
Productivity

Total

Smoking

Although smoking has declined in 
recent years, electronic cigarettes 
and smokeless tobacco have gained 
popularity. What makes tobacco so 
difficult to quit is that there are in 
fact two addictions that need to be 
addressed—a physiological addiction 
to nicotine, and a psychological 
addiction to the habit.

Prevalence in US 
Adult Population

Per Capita Costs

$3,7606

$5,816

Additional 
Healthcare

Lost 
Productivity

Total

14%5

$2,0566

25-33%
7

© May, 2019 SelfHelpWorks, Inc.

Insight

Insight

Insight

4



Poor sleep

Accidents caused by sleep-deprived 
employees can have devastating 
consequences. At any given point 
in time, an individual that sleeps on 
average less than six hours per night 
has a 13% higher mortality risk than 
an individual sleeping between seven 
and nine hours.12

35.2%10

Prevalence in US 
Adult Population

Per Capita Costs

unknown

$1,96711

$1,967+

Additional 
Healthcare

Lost 
Productivity

Total

Binge drinking & alcoholism

One in six US adults binge drinks 
about four times a month, consuming 
about seven drinks per binge16. 
Although binge drinking is not 
considered on the same level as 
alcoholism, it may lead to alcoholism 
and can be incredibly difficult to stop 
once it becomes a habit.

Prevalence in US 
Adult Population

Per Capita Costs

$8918

$58118

$670

Additional 
Healthcare

Lost 
Productivity

Total

Physically inactive

25% of US adults are not active at 
all, and a further 35% are not active 
enough to meet recommended 
levels13. The biggest barriers to 
exercise in a workplace weight 
management program were lack of 
interest and motivation4, suggesting 
that appropriate psychologically-
based components may improve 
the efficacy of exercise programs for 
those who don't exercise enough.

Prevalence in US 
Adult Population

Per Capita Costs

$53214

$1,969

Additional 
Healthcare

Lost 
Productivity

Total

25%13
$1,43715

16.7%
16

6.2%
17

Binge drinking

Alcoholism
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What these costs translate into for an average US adult population

The data shown in the following table is not the result of an exhaustive literature review. 
Furthermore, it may be influenced by numerous factors within a specific population, for 
example geographical location, industry, and demographic makeup. Accordingly, this 
information is for illustrative purposes only.

*7 or more drinks at least 4 times per month
†Total costs per 100 employees = (% Prevalence x Total Costs/Person x 100)

Insight: Based on the above data, the organizational cost impact of the six key 
modifiable health risks averages over $3,400 per employee per year. If you do the 
math, almost $1,800 per employee per year is due to lost productivity—a “real-
time” cost that impacts both self-insured and fully-insured organizations. In view 
of the potentially significant savings, it would be prudent to consider investing in 
appropriate programs to help employees prevent or end their struggles with the six 
key unhealthy behaviors. 

Modifiable 
Health Risk

Prevalence 
in US Adult 
Population

Per Capita Costs

Average Cost per 
100 Employees†

Additional 
Healthcare Productivity Loss Total

Obesity 39.8%1 $1,4293 $5062 $1,935 $77,013

Smoking 14.0%5 $2,0566 $3,7606 $5,816 $81,424

High stress at work 25-33%7 $1,4209 $3018 $1,721 $49,909

Poor sleep 35.2%10 Unknown12 $1,96711 $1,967+ $69,238

Physically inactive 25.0%13 $1,43715 $53214 $1,969 $49,225

Excessive alcohol $8918 $58118 $670 $15,343

     • Binge drinking* 16.7%16

     • Alcoholism 6.2%17

Total per 100 
Employees

$342,152
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A potential consequence of not addressing these unhealthy habits

Diabetes, a devastating and expensive chronic disease, is growing at epidemic proportions 
in the US. Type 2 diabetes—which accounts for 95% of all cases—is usually a direct result of 
an unhealthy lifestyle.

Insight: As this example illustrates, unhealthy lifestyles can become increasingly 
more expensive as they develop into chronic medical conditions. Once a chronic 
condition has developed, maintaining a healthy lifestyle—along with appropriate 
treatment—is usually an important factor in successfully managing it.

© May, 2019 SelfHelpWorks, Inc.

Pre-Diabetes Undiagnosed Diabetes Diagnosed Diabetes

unknown19 $1,14820 $3,08020

Lost Productivity Cost

$510+20
$2,88220 $7,89020

Additional Healthcare Cost

Pre-Diabetes Undiagnosed Diabetes Diagnosed Diabetes

Prevalence in US Adult Population

33.9%21 2.2%21 7.2%21

Pre-Diabetes Undiagnosed Diabetes Diagnosed Diabetes
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Final insights
The data strongly suggests that the benefits of implementing appropriate programs 
targeting the six key behavioral risks can be significant—not only for the individual, but also 
for their employer, health provider, health plan and other stakeholders. 

However, these behaviors are usually very difficult to change once they become a habit, 
because they have an emotional component that often resists traditional behavior 
modification techniques. They require something “stronger” than the standard apps, 
trackers and challenges commonly offered to employees. 

Consider filling the gap with interventions that are specifically designed to transform the 
thought process and break down emotional barriers to change.    

About SelfHelpWorks
Since 1999 SelfHelpWorks has partnered with employers, wellness vendors, health plans 
and healthcare providers to help people achieve lasting behavior change that lowers 
chronic disease risk, improves health, and enhances outcomes. 

The online programs target unhealthy eating and obesity, tobacco addiction, poor stress 
management and resiliency, insomnia, physical inactivity, excessive alcohol use, and poor 
diabetes management. The programs utilize a proprietary, evidence-based training process 
derived from Cognitive Behavioral Therapy to transform the beliefs and thoughts that fuel 
unhealthy behaviors. 

All programs are mobile-friendly, video-based, expert-led, and scalable. They are easily 
integrated into existing portals or can stand alone. Features include multiple configuration 
options, white labeling, HIPAA-compliant reporting, custom data feeds and more.

www.SelfHelpWorks.com
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