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Many men view employee assistance 
programs (EAPs) as a last resort for significant 
personal issues once other support networks 
and attempts at self-help have failed. 
Strategies that better accommodate men’s 
experiences with mental health are needed 
to increase their use of employee counselling 
services in a time of need in order to improve 
well-being and productivity in this segment of 
the workforce.
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mental health

E mployee assistance programs 
(EAPs) provide free and con-
fidential counselling services 
and have been around for de-

cades, but a consistent trend has been 
their underuse by men. The differences 
in the rates of mental health problems 
or personal issues experienced by men 
and women have been exaggerated and 
cannot explain these trends. Men need 
more help than they are receiving. This 
article reviews and challenges assump-
tions about men’s mental health and 
discusses the overhaul needed to in-
crease men’s use of employee counsel-
ling services in a time of need.

Lower Use of EAPs by Men
An EAP is an employee benefit pro-

vided to help workers deal with person-
al and mental health issues interfering 
with their productivity. EAPs enable 
workers to refer themselves to coun-

selling services to improve their well-
being and restore normal work pro-
ductivity levels. Many employers and 
plan sponsors provide EAPs as part of 
their workplace mental health strategy, 
and high-quality programs can reduce 
symptoms of depression and anxiety 
to improve work productivity (Milot, 
2019a; Richmond et al., 2016). External 
EAPs run by vendors, with counsel-
ling services provided by employed or 
affiliated professionals, have primarily 
replaced internal or hybrid EAPs oper-
ated within organizations. 

Despite the widespread availability 
of EAPs and their hypothetical exten-
sive reach to working-age men in vari-
ous industries and positions, it is well 
documented but not so much adver-
tised that men do not access counselling 
services1 as much as their gender coun-
terparts.2 Although these numbers can 
vary depending on the industry sector 

and geography, approximately 60-70% 
of EAP users are women, and 30-40% 
of EAP users are men. Such trends are 
highlighted in recent industry report-
ing based on tens of thousands of cases 
across different EAPs (LifeWorks, 2021) 
and across multiple studies (Matthews 
et al., 2021; Morneau-Shepell, 2016).3 
This underuse of employee counselling 
services by men should be taken into 
greater consideration by plan sponsors 
and business leaders because it leads 
to unnecessary suffering and can have 
negative repercussions on productivity 
in the workplace. 

Reviewing Assumptions  
About Men’s Mental Health 

People seek help via an EAP for per-
sonal problems and common mental 
health issues, not severe forms that re-
quire psychiatric intervention. Mild to 
moderate levels of depression and anxi-
ety symptoms are common for EAP us-
ers (Milot, 2019). Many seek help for 
various personal issues or stressful life 
events that often interfere with work 
performance. One assumption might 
be that men seek less help via an EAP 
because they have significantly lower 
rates of mental health issues or person-
al problems. This notion is, however, 
not supported by research. 

Men and women have much more 
similar overall rates of mental health 
issues despite experiencing different 
kinds of problems (Smith et al., 2018). 
Women have higher rates of “internal-
izing” issues like depression and anxi-
ety. Men tend to have higher rates of 
“externalizing” issues like substance 
use, aggression and attention deficit 
disorder. Suicide rates are also higher in 
men. Gender differences in the experi-
ence of perceived daily stress can exist 

Takeaways
•  Employee assistance programs (EAPs) give employees the option to self-refer to 

counselling services to enhance their well-being and get back to their usual levels of 
productivity at work. Many organizations offer EAPs as part of their workplace mental 
health strategy, and effective programs help lessen depression and anxiety symptoms 
to increase productivity.

•  Even though EAPs are widely accessible and might have a significant positive impact 
on working-age men in a variety of professions and industries, it is well known but not 
well publicized that males do not use counselling services as frequently as their female 
counterparts. Many men do not seek help for personal issues and suffer in silence, 
contributing to what many are calling the “silent crisis” of men’s mental health.

•  Gender differences in overall rates of mental health and personal issues cannot 
explain men’s significant underuse of employee counselling services. Research 
comparing the mental health of men and women has emphasized differences over 
similarities, resulting in inaccurate assessments of the prevalence of depression and 
anxiety in men. The overall rates of mental health issues and stressful life events are 
similar between genders, although there may be slight variances in how much stress 
is experienced daily. 

•  To increase men’s interest in accessing workplace counselling services, a more ho-
listic and innovative strategy is needed—one that not only makes EAPs more visible, 
relatable and trustworthy to men but also encompasses an overhaul of how services 
are designed and delivered such that they better accommodate men’s interpersonal 
communication styles and experiences with mental health. 
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mental health

but are modest, and the number of life 
events and changes is similar (Graves et 
al., 2021; Matud, 2004). 

This is not meant to minimize the 
gender differences that do exist, such 
as in the diagnosis of certain types 
of mental health disorders or in how 
much stress is experienced on a daily 
basis, but to highlight the fact that 
overall rates of mental health issues 
and other personal issues that have an 
impact on functioning and quality of 
life are more similar than different and 
thus do not adequately explain why 
men use employee counselling services 
less frequently than women. Research 
comparing men’s and women’s mental 
health focused on demonstrating dif-
ferences instead of similarities can lead 
to inaccurate appraisals about the rates 
of men’s mental health issues.

The Prevalence of Depression 
and Anxiety in Men

EAPs are often accessed and pro-
moted to deal with everyday anxiety and 
depression issues. Historical research 
on gender differences in psychological 
health has contributed to the neglect 
and underestimation of men’s experi-
ence with stereotypically feminine issues 
like depression and anxiety and a poorer 
understanding of stereotypically mascu-
line symptoms (Smith et al., 2018). Men 
are less likely to have symptoms that 
fit standard measurement tools (mea-
surement bias) and to have their issues 
accurately identified by practitioners 
(clinician bias). These biases reduce the 
chance of men being diagnosed with de-
pression and anxiety issues. 

The “masked depression” framework 
states that depression in certain men 
may be hidden by externalizing prob-
lems (Addis, 2008). For example, while 

irritability and anger are often manifes-
tations of depression or anxiety, they 
do not fit within the diagnostic criteria 
for the disorders; thus, the conditions 
may go unnoticed for some men. It is 
more likely they will be diagnosed with 
a behavioural issue (e.g., substance use) 
rather than have the emotional under-
pinnings of their problems taken into 
consideration. For these reasons, men 
may suffer from underlying depression 
and anxiety at rates higher than appar-
ent. 

Men’s and Women’s  
EAP Usage

An analysis of 30,000 cases of EAP 
users working across thousands of 
Canadian businesses found that the 
primary reason for accessing services, 
as noted by intake coordinators, was 
“psychological” for men and women 
(approximately 50% for both genders) 
(Milot, 2022). The percentage of men 
and women who presented with de-
pression and anxiety issues differed 
only by 2-3%. Men did not seek help 
for more work-related issues nor had 
fewer family and relationship issues, 
although slightly more did present 
with substance use issues. In a 2019 
study (Milot, 2019a), male EAP us-
ers did not present with lower levels 
of depression and anxiety symptoms 
as measured by standardized scales.4 
Men who access EAPs, therefore, ap-
pear to have much more similar than 
dissimilar types of overall presenting 
problems as women.5

Despite the lower utilization by 
men, those who access an EAP tend 
to improve and benefit. In many stud-
ies, gender did not influence the degree 
of problem resolution resulting from 
EAP use (Milot, 2017) nor the extent 

of improvement in presenteeism, ab-
senteeism, life satisfaction and work 
engagement (Morneau-Shepell, 2020). 
However, more research is needed be-
cause although most men who access 
a high-quality EAP experience similar 
benefits as women users, little is known 
about the presenting issues and effec-
tiveness of EAPs for the types of men 
who may avoid them. 

Help-Seeking Tendencies  
in Men and EAP Usage

Common masculine norms such 
as self-reliance, emotional control and 
feelings of stigma make it challenging 
for men to seek help when they are 
suffering or even acknowledge it. Be-
cause of this reluctance, men are much 
less likely than women to seek help for 
health problems, whether psychologi-
cal or physical. Men report less famil-
iarity with EAPs and perceive more 
stigma about their use (Milot, 2019b). 
They also have less knowledge about 
the range of services offered by EAPs, 
which leads to lower usage. Findings 
from recent research in an EAP setting 
(Matthews et al., 2021) suggest that men 
prefer alternative support pathways, 
such as informal support (e.g., friends 
and family) or dealing with issues by 
themselves, often by suppressing them 
and hoping for resolution over time. 
Many men did not know what the let-
ters EAP stood for or saw them as a last 
resort for significant issues when sup-
port systems were no longer viable.

The Costs of Inadequate  
Men’s Mental Health 

Many men suffer in silence, contrib-
uting to what many are calling the “si-
lent crisis” of men’s mental health. They 
may turn to substances rather than so-
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cial support, treatment or counselling and spiral to a place 
where there is significant and long-term impairment in their 
ability to function normally, manifesting in presenteeism, 
absenteeism and poor work performance.

Importantly, because men’s mental health issues may lead 
to higher rates of externalizing problems, this can cast a 
wider net that influences many others and produces damage 
and costs to individuals, families and society. This can extend 
into workplaces through bullying, aggressiveness and other 
antisocial behaviours that negatively influence workplace 
conditions as well as the well-being and productivity of other 
workers (Gullander et al., 2014). 

Failing to adequately address men’s mental health in the 
workplace can therefore result in unnecessary suffering as 
well as substantial costs associated with unproductive wages, 
turnover and increased use of disability benefits, and it will 
continue to prove costly for many stakeholders and individu-
als through such wide repercussions.

Overhauling EAPs— 
Getting Men the Help They Need

We have seen that gender differences in the overall rates 
of mental health and personal issues cannot explain men’s 
significant underuse of employee counselling services. Men 
need as much help and can benefit from EAPs if used. Opti-
mizing how EAPs are promoted may be the most pragmatic 
means to encourage more men to access employee counsel-
ling services. A more comprehensive (and likely more im-
pactful) approach might involve changing how counselling 
services are designed and delivered so that they better ac-
commodate men’s interpersonal communication styles as 
well as experiences with mental health and personal diffi-
culty. 

Employers and plan sponsors might consider working 
collaboratively and proactively with their EAP provider in 
the development and deployment of communication strat-
egies that promote counselling services in ways that reach 
and engage men in need and increase use. To increase men’s 
interest in accessing and learning more about employee 
counselling services, EAPs not only have to be a more visible 
presence in the workplace but need more “attractive, relat-
able and trustworthy messaging,” according to a recent study 
that interviewed male workers (Matthews et al., 2021). For 
blue-collar men, the messaging might involve more factual 
details about the specifics of the services and less “warm and 

fuzzy” messaging. Factual details about the EAP to convey 
might include information about the training and approach-
es of mental health professionals and the types of problems 
that EAPs can help men with. Promoting EAPs as a means to 
actively progress to a solution may help combat men’s per-
ceptions of a passive and ambiguous service. For white-collar 
workers, the EAP might be marketed as providing a competi-
tive advantage. An EAP that provides employees with addi-
tional skills via coaching or resilience training, for example, 
could serve as more attractive messaging for men in com-
petitive corporate environments.

The same study (Matthews et al., 2021) produced several 
recommendations regarding ways to tailor EAP marketing 
and services based on men’s feedback. Men indicated they 
might be more responsive if there was a public endorsement 
of the services by in-house male leaders and ambassadors 
for men’s mental health who have direct experience with the 
EAP. Men may also be more comfortable accessing an EAP 
in a time of need if they feel they could trust the EAP. Thus, 
EAPs might consider creating a bond with the workers they 
serve before an issue arises. A mental health toolbox provid-
ing workers with self-help skills could also tap into men’s “do 
it yourself ” attitude while simultaneously serving as a means 
to onboard them to the full EAP service. Finally, some men 
suggested that employers could mandate sessions with the 
EAP, allowing the opportunity to discuss personal issues 
regularly. 

However, given that barriers to EAP use by men have 
been known for years, the fact that they still remain en-
trenched suggests that previous efforts to overtake them with 
such commonsensical communication approaches may have 
failed or been ineffective. A more comprehensive approach 
may therefore be needed, one that encompasses changing 
how counselling services are designed and delivered. No-
tably, the fundamental nature of counselling and mental 
health services can be considered “feminized” (Morison et 
al., 2014), which can be off-putting for certain men who view 
talk, emotional vulnerability and in-depth self-disclosure—
core aspects of counselling—as too feminine. Many men pre-
fer to consult with other men, and mental health profession-
als are a predominantly female workforce. Gender matching 
needs more significant consideration but often receives little 
attention. Many men also prefer to open up and talk “side 
by side” rather than face-to-face, and most counselling is of 
the latter format. Gendered interventions or gender-specific 

mental health
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programs for men’s mental health promotion (Seaton et al., 
2017) based on “man-friendly” therapeutic orientations and 
approaches may consequently provide counselling solutions 
more amenable to men in the workplace. There is also a need 
for EAPs to systematically assess for and address potential 
biases in their counselling services, so that men with depres-
sion and anxiety have a greater chance of having such issues 
identified and dealt with by their counsellors.  

Conclusion: More Focus and Research  
Needed on Men’s Mental Health

Providing an EAP and waiting for men to access its 
counselling services is insufficient. Men need more help 
than they are receiving, and EAPs should consider mak-
ing changes to their services to better address men’s mental 
health in the workplace. The “EAP core technology,”6 which 
defines the scope of services and “essential components” 
of the profession, currently makes no mention of equity in 
use and outcomes across different genders, only referring 
to helping “employee clients” in resolving personal issues. 
Updating and modernizing the EAP core technology to 
take into consideration gender-related issues may be a good 
starting point. 

A wide-ranging and innovative approach is needed to in-
crease men’s use of and interest in accessing employee coun-
selling services, one that not only makes EAPs more visible, 
relatable and trustworthy to men but that encompasses an 
overhaul to how services are designed and delivered such 
that they better accommodate men’s interpersonal commu-
nication styles and experiences with mental health.

This is not to remove the individual responsibility of men 
to seek help or to behave according to the standards that so-
cieties and workplaces have established. Nor is this to suggest 
that men’s mental health is monolithic and that there is only 
one approach—Different forms of masculinity may require 
different methods. Instead, there is a need for a new point of 
departure that involves a more nuanced approach to assist-
ing men with mental health and personal problems in the 
workplace and in society. 

Providers of employee counselling services or other 
workplace mental health services, as well as employers, 
business leaders and plan sponsors, are in a position to 
make real change. By investing more in applied research, 
EAP providers could learn much more about men’s expe-
riences with mental health and their counselling services, 

informing their design, delivery and evaluation as well as 
bringing new business opportunities and having a socially 
responsible impact. Employers and plan sponsors can en-
gage their EAP provider about the issue of men’s underuti-
lization and work collaboratively to deploy communication 
strategies aimed at increasing use in a time of need. Em-
ployers and plan sponsors might also select EAP or work-
place mental health service providers that are proactively 
working to address men’s underuse of services or that have 
innovative strategies in place to address it. The underuse 
of employee counselling services by men, and the unneces-
sary suffering that comes with it, is an issue that has been 
lingering for far too long—Isn’t it time to address it with 
innovative initiatives? &

Endnotes

 1. This article concentrates on the clinical counselling services of EAPs 
and not other offerings such as legal, financial and HR consultations.
 2. A binary approach to gender was employed because most available 
research takes this approach; greater consideration of different gender iden-
tities is also needed but is not the focus here.
 3. Similar gender differences may occur in non-EAP employee counsel-
ling services, but these have not received much research attention.
 4. Unpublished finding of a secondary analysis.
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 5. Differences may exist at a more granular level, but such data were not 
available.
 6. https://www.eapassn.org/About/About-Employee-Assistance/EAP 
-Definitions-and-Core-Technology.
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