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Burning Up and Burning
Out: Designing Employee
Benefits for a Workforce
Facing Climate Disruption

by Carin-Isabel Knoop | Harvard Business School

and Daven Morrison, MD | Chicago Medical School, Rosalind Franklin University

he question is likely not whether employers will pay

for the climate disruption that impacts employees,

but how—reactively after a crisis or through proac-
tive design. The challenge is global. The World Health Orga-
nization (WHO) estimated that 3.6 billion people lived in
areas highly vulnerable to climate change in 2023.>2 In 2024,
in the United States alone, only about one-third of organiza-
tions were providing benefits for climate-related concerns,
even as the number of individual weather and climate disas-
ters climbed to 27 in 2024, causing at least $1 billion in dam-

AT A GLANCE

e (limate change impacts employers and the workforce in
many ways. Worker impacts include increased absenteeism,
housing instability, health events, mental health claims and
caregiving strain.

e (rganizations that integrate well-being and coping support
programs into their benefit design can better serve the
needs of workers who are both directly and indirectly im-
pacted by climate change.

e Supporting and training managers is central to the effective-
ness of these benefits since managers translate policies into
practice, signal whether it is safe to use available benefits and
are in a role that allows them to detect early signs of distress.
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age and 568 direct fatalities and impacting tens of millions
indirectly.? These events and their aftermaths also play out
on the news and social media for hundreds of millions more.

For employers, climate change shows up as operational dis-
continuity and supply chain disruption as well as in impacts
on their workers, including missed work, housing instability,
health events, mental health claims and caregiving strain.

The need for benefits is expected to increase as climate
concern is highest among younger employees and is rising.*
A 2021 global survey of 10,000 youths in ten countries re-
ported that 60% of young people felt worried or extremely
worried about the climate; 45% said feelings about the cli-
mate affected their lives and more than half thought human-
ity was doomed. As a result, two-thirds reported feeling sad,
afraid and anxious, and many expressed feelings of betrayal
and dissatisfaction with public and private responses.®

Climate-related anxiety, fears of economic volatility, and
uncertainty about long-term financial or food security gen-
erate a forward-looking form of distress. This distress can en-
compass both immediate strain and anticipatory anxiety that
something worse may be coming. Employees (and manag-
ers) are not only reacting to current pressures; they are brac-
ing for future ones. Yet most employer benefit systems were
not designed for a world in which environmental disruption
is both chronic and psychological.



To add to the stress and risk, many
companies, especially managers, seem
to lack a playbook when a climate event
occurs. During the January 2025 Los
Angeles fires, some employers ordered
remote employees to resume work,
even though they had left or lost their
home offices and could not log in to
servers that had been destroyed.

James Nicholas Kinney, who served
as chief people officer in several global
firms, further explained how the fires
impacted his employees and company:

The total cost of human impact is
one way to understand the multilayered
cost of failing to consider environmental
disasters in benefits. The need is acute.
When the Los Angeles fires broke out, we
provided temporary housing for several
of our employees, and we had 600 people
in the area who were really unable to
work for a week and some for much lon-
ger, due to chronic stress, smoke inhala-
tion and loss of housing, etc.

This article explores the impact of
climate change on worker well-being
and identifies ways employers can re-
design benefits to both address evolv-
ing risks and capture the opportunity to
lead in workplace support.

Integrating Well-Being and
Coping Into Benefits Design
Employers do not need entirely new
benefit systems to address climate dis-
tress, especially at a time of cost pres-
sure. The two approaches described in
this article can help benefit managers
recognize where the pressures already

exist and where existing programs can

adapt, as well as identify gaps in ben-
efits offerings. The first uses the five
dimensions of well-being developed by
workforce advisory firm Gallup Inc.,
and the second acknowledges three

classic coping mechanisms.

How Climate Change
Impacts Worker Well-Being

Climate change is often framed as
an environmental or political issue, but
for employees and employers alike, it is
increasingly experienced as a human
stressor that cuts across nearly every
dimension of employee well-being. Its
effects are visible in acute events such
as injury, illness, displacement and loss
following extreme weather. It is also
correlated with chronic physiological
and psychological stress that accumu-
lates over time. For many, that stress
begins well before a climate event and
lingers long after headlines fade or the
event has passed.

Prolonged stress is not benign. It is
associated with harm to all organ sys-
tems, leading to disease and shortened
life expectancy. From reproductive
health to chronic disease management
and end-of-life care, climate-related
disruptions also interact with existing
vulnerabilities. Stress from sleep depri-
vation can be lethal.

As climate-related events become
more frequent and visible, their psy-
chological burden increases, as do the
odds of physical harm. Real-time track-
ing of storms, fires and floods; media
coverage of long-term changes such
as droughts; and social platforms that
deliver images of loss directly into daily
life heighten awareness and anxiety.

These trends suggest futures that feel
increasingly dangerous.

The most specific mental health
responses to climate change include
pervasive fear and anger and a unique
experience called solastalgia (distress
over the loss of physical space). Eco-
anxiety is not a psychological disorder,
but a contextual response to threats as
described by the National Institutes of
Health (NIH). Officially, it is defined
as “a chronic fear of environmental
doom’® This can worsen to include
serious psychiatric symptoms such as
suicidality, depression, anxiety/eco-
anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD), substance use, insomnia and
other significant behavioral distur-
bances. Organizations and, in particu-
lar, managers, will require education to
address these concerns. A Conference
Board report in December 2023 sug-
gested that more than half of respon-
dents thought that their employer was
unaware of climate anxiety as a work-
place issue.”

Even though the medical study of
the causation and correlation between
climate and mental health is relatively
new, research provides clear warn-
ing signs to companies, notes Joshua
Wortzel, MD, chair of the American
Psychiatric Associations and co-chair
of the American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry’s climate change
committees.

For benefits leaders, this matters be-
cause the stress of climate change may
be invisible. And when it becomes ap-
parent, it may not arrive as a single,
discrete claim category. Instead, it can
act as a multiplier, intensifying demand
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Responding to Climate Anxiety:
Three Employer Examples

1. Salesforce: The “Earthforce” Model*

Salesforce, a cloud-based relationship management
platform company, uses a specific employee resource

group (ERG) to combat climate isolation. The ERG, called
Earthforce, is dedicated to sustainability, engagement and
environmental awareness. The initiative connects thousands
of staff worldwide with volunteer activities, climate

action workshops and learning experiences that integrate
sustainability into daily work and community involvement.

2. Patagonia: The “Interconnected
Wellness” Strategy '

Patagonia, which is an outdoor recreation clothing, equipment
and food company, offers an environmental internship
program. The program allows employees to take paid leave

of up to two months to work with external environmental
organizations while retaining salary and benefits. Patagonia
employees and leadership openly and regularly advocate for
environmental concerns, such as climate change, to reinforce
their core values. This reflects Patagonia’s value-aligned
benefit strategy, providing staff a structured way to engage in
field work for environmental causes.

3. Intuit: Climate-Linked Financial Wellness *

Intuit focuses on the financial anxiety aspect of climate
change, a factor compounding psychological distress.
Leadership implemented a climate action marketplace

for employees, providing significant subsidies and vetted
vendors for home electrification and disaster resilience.**
Intuit includes sustainability-oriented reimbursements in
its Well-Being for Life program, which annually provides
money to employees to use to purchase eco-friendly items
such as energy-efficient appliances, electric bikes and
renewable energy improvements. This benefit supports
both environmental action and employee financial wellness
by lowering cost barriers to climate-positive choices.

*https://trailhead.salesforce.com/content/learn/modules/positive
-environmental-impact/become-a-climate-champion, accessed March 2026.

t https://eu.patagonia.com/es_ES/environmental-internship-program
.html, accessed March 2026.

¥ https.//www.intuit.com/company/corporate-responsibility/sustainability
/, accessed March 2026.

**https://newsroom.intel.com/opinion/intel-climate-transition-action
-plan, accessed March 2026.
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for medical coverage, mental health services, disability, leave,
caregiving support and financial assistance. In practice, to-
day’s benefits systems are already reflecting these needs, but
often without being explicitly designed to do so.

One way to make these diffuse pressures visible is to ex-
amine how climate disruption touches each dimension of
employee well-being.

Organizing Climate Impacts Across
Five Elements of Well-Being

Gallup’s five elements of well-being (physical, social, fi-
nancial, career and community) are deeply interconnected.
Physical illness raises emotional distress and economic pres-
sure; financial loss limits access to care and prolongs recov-
ery; psychological stress worsens physical outcomes and
lengthens disability. If one family member is affected, the en-
tire unit is affected. For employers, this compounding effect
matters more than any single claim category.

1. Physical Well-Being: Health, Safety and Exposure

The physical consequences of climate change are often the
most visible. Extreme heat is becoming more dangerous and,
in some settings, lethal. Outdoor workers in agriculture, con-
struction, transportation and utilities face an increased risk
of heat illness, dehydration and cognitive impairment. Cer-
tain psychotropic medications further limit the body’s ability
to regulate temperature, increasing vulnerability.

Air quality degradation from wildfires and pollution has
contributed to rising rates of respiratory disease and cardio-
vascular events. Flooding and storm damage disrupt access
to care and increase exposure to infectious disease. Concern
about food security and housing stability acts as a physiological
stressor, weakening immune function and other organ systems.

Employers can consider:

+ Developing heat safety protocols tied to real-time

conditions

o Providing expanded access to telehealth during air

quality or transportation disruptions

+ Designing occupational health policies aligned with

climate realities rather than historical norms

+ Implementing benefits design that anticipates in-

creased utilization during and after climate events



» Holding town halls and conducting other communica-
tion initiatives that help employees feel safe to share
their concerns about the impact of climate change
without fear of dismissal or judgment.

2. Social Well-Being: Climate Distress at Work

Climate distress is no longer a fringe phenomenon. Studies
show that sustained anxiety reduces cognitive function, lowers
productivity and increases burnout. Younger workers, in par-
ticular, report high levels of climate-related fear and frustra-
tion, but these emotions affect employees across generations.

Social harm may follow direct trauma, such as losing
loved ones, homes or pets to floods or fires. It may also arise
from anticipatory stress, which is the constant expectation
that something bad is coming, and is compounded by de-
layed or insufficient recovery resources. Research suggests
that people experience more severe trauma from human-
caused dangers.

As previously discussed, climate distress is uniquely chal-
lenging to manage at work because it straddles reality and
uncertainty. The threat is real, but precise time lines, sever-
ity and personal impact remain ambiguous. Navigating that
ambiguity requires emotional capacity from employees and
from managers.

Employers can consider:

« Explicitly including climate-related distress within em-
ployee assistance program (EAP) and mental health
offerings

+ Training managers on recognizing and responding to
distress without politicizing it

o Creating clear pathways for psychological support fol-
lowing community-level disruptions

» Normalizing conversations about stress without re-
quiring consensus on climate views.

3. Financial Well-Being: Loss, Instability and Recovery

The financial consequences of climate disruption can in-
clude lost wages, uninsured losses, housing damage, reloca-
tion costs and caregiving expenses that accumulate quickly.
Even employees who are not directly affected may experi-
ence financial strain due to supply chain disruptions, school
closures or family obligations.

When formal benefits are not available to support cli-
mate impacts, employees often rely on informal strategies:
drawing down savings, taking on additional work, delay-
ing health care or withdrawing socially. Financial insta-
bility typically worsens physical and emotional outcomes.
Employees may delay care, exhaust leave or return to work
prematurely, increasing long-term costs for both workers
and employers.

Employers can consider:

» Creating emergency assistance funds with clear eligi-

bility during climate events

+ Designing flexible leave policies that accommodate re-

covery and caregiving

« Integrating financial counseling into disaster response

o Sharing with employees progress toward environmen-

tal goals, i.e., reducing the carbon footprint

+ Coordinating disability, leave and payroll systems to

reduce friction.

4. Career Well-Being: Performance Under Strain
Career well-being depends on the ability to do meaning-
ful work consistently. Climate disruptions undermine that
stability. Absenteeism might rise and certainly be a distrac-
tion when weather events are on the horizon—ours or those
of loved ones—perhaps around the world. Focus and col-
laboration suffer when experiences are asymmetric—Some
employees may be deeply affected while their colleagues
remain untouched, creating uneven performance and inter-
personal tension. Safety risks increase and work schedules
become more predictable as climate unpredictability grows.
Managers must balance productivity with compassion, often
without clear guidance.
Employers can consider:
o Providing temporary flexibility in performance expec-
tations following disruptions
 Creating guidelines for these accommodations to im-
prove fairness and reduce the risk of improvised, case-
by-case decisions
+ Providing clear communication about operational sta-
tus during climate events
+ Conducting climate change audits to examine the cur-
rent carbon footprint of the organization
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» Engaging in resilience planning that assumes uneven

impact across teams.

Supporting career well-being during disruption can re-
duce longer term disengagement and turnover. These ap-
proaches frame benefits as insurance against human capital
not returning to work or returning to work unable to per-
form at expected levels.

5. Community Well-Being: Individual

Well-Being Relies on Communal Well-Being

Community well-being reflects the safety and stability
of the places where employees live. Climate change strains
infrastructure, housing, transportation, schools and health
care systems. When communities are disrupted, work is dis-
rupted. Historically, environmental harm has fallen uneven-
ly, affecting lower income communities first and hardest.
Employees experience this inequity directly, shaping their
trust in institutions and employers.

Employers can consider:

+ Creating disaster response frameworks that recognize

geographic variation

« Providing support for employees in affected communi-

ties, regardless of role or seniority

« Ensuring alignment between corporate resilience plan-

ning and employee support

+ Conducting communication campaigns to educate

vendors, customers and local municipalities on cli-
mate mitigation efforts to engage those who are con-
cerned

« Paying attention to suppliers and contractors as part of

the broader workforce.

Community stability underpins every other dimension of
well-being. The table on page 13 explains the ties between
climate change and the Gallup well-being framework and
suggests corresponding benefits to consider.

Coping With Climate Stress:
Problem, Emotion and Meaning

Coping with loss, which is retrospective, and threat,
which is prospective, is a central part of human existence and
a deeply human and personal process. However, psycholo-
gists categorize coping strategies into the following three
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main types, each addressing different aspects of how indi-
viduals manage change and uncertainty.

1. Problem-focused coping aims to tackle the source of
distress through practical actions, offering a sense of
control over external circumstances (i.e., engaging em-
ployees in contributing to actionable steps to address
climate-related concerns, like obtaining LEED certifi-
cations or involving suppliers in sustainability efforts).
Research published in the Journal of Environmental
Psychology highlights the value of proactive measures,
such as engaging in sustainability initiatives or disaster
response efforts, to reduce climate distress and pro-
mote operational continuity and employee safety.

2. Emotion-focused coping focuses on managing the
emotional response to loss, helping individuals navi-
gate their feelings rather than the external situation
(i.e., programs are equipped to recognize the signs of
eco-anxiety and connect employees with appropriate
support, such as counseling services or mindfulness
programs, but also tools such as the Climate Emo-
tions Wheel and the 13-question Climate Anxiety
Scale).®?

3. Meaning-focused coping helps individuals reframe loss
and connect it to broader values or a sense of purpose,
fostering hope and resilience (i.e., cultivating a work cul-
ture from which your business derives part of its pur-
pose and mission).

Understanding these coping mechanisms is vital not
only for managers, who often navigate the emotional land-
scapes of diverse teams, but also for benefit managers. They
can ensure that benefits cover all three types of coping to
align to employee needs. Examples include problem-fo-
cused supports, such as disaster-response funds or flex-
ible leave; emotion-focused supports, such as counseling
or mindfulness programs; and meaning-focused supports,
such as sustainability initiatives or purpose-driven volun-
teer opportunities.

Organizations can also add questions about climate con-
cerns to employee satisfaction or well-being surveys to track
how climate stress affects the workforce. Regular analysis high-
lights trends, assesses intervention effectiveness and guides re-
source allocation. For example, Unilever links survey insights



to action by offering sustainability-
focused volunteering opportunities
while monitoring employee concerns.
The sidebar on page 10 describes ex-
amples of company initiatives related to

to the three coping mechanisms.

Managers at the Center: Translating
Benefits Into Climate Resilience

Employees may bring climate-
related fears into the workplace, where
they interact with managers who may

or may not share their level of concern.

Many managers feel poorly equipped
to respond to these conversations.
Few things are more destabilizing than
recognizing a threat that others seem
to ignore or being expected to ignore
it. Supporting employees affected by

TABLE

Gallup Well-Being Factors: Ties to Climate Change and Benefits to Consider

Well-Being Factor ‘ Definition

Physical

Sacial

Financial

Career

Community

Reflects having the health and
energy needed to get things done.
Daily habits, access to care and the
ability to sustain energy over time
influence physical well-being.

The quality of relationships in

a person’s life. Strong social
connections, including supportive
relationships at work, contribute
to resilience, belonging and daily
well-being.

How people manage their
economic lives. When individuals
feel secure and in control of their
finances, they experience less
stress and can focus more fully
on their work.

Whether people like what they

do each day. It includes having
meaningful work, opportunities

to use one's strengths and a sense
that work contributes to purpose.
Career well-being forms the
foundation for the other elements.

Feeling connected to and supported
by the places where people live
and work. It includes a sense of
belonging, safety and pride in

one’s community.

‘ Ties to Climate Change

Climate change increases exposure
to extreme heat, air pollution,
infectious disease risk and injury
from extreme weather. These risks
affect both workplace safety and
underlying health conditions.

Eco-anxiety often produces
isolation or conflict, especially
when individuals perceive others
as dismissing or minimizing
environmental concerns. Shared
engagement can help transform
anxiety into collective action.

Climate disasters often generate
sudden financial shocks through
property loss, relocation costs,
caregiving expenses and income
disruption. Even indirect exposure
can increase financial anxiety, e.g.,
loss of insurability.

If climate-aware employees see
climate change as being either
not addressed or worsened by
their work, they are more likely to
disengage. They might question
whether their work contributes to
environmental harm or solutions.

Climate change destabilizes
communities through disasters,
displacement, infrastructure
damage and long-term
environmental degradation.
Employees’ well-being depends
heavily on the resilience of their
local communities.

‘ Benefits

Parametric and catastrophe
insurance: New employer-funded
insurance products provide immediate
lump-sum payments to employees
based on specific event triggers

(e.g., wind speed or hurricane landfall)
rather than waiting for traditional
damage assessments.

Eco-wellness credits: 2025 trends
show a rise in stipends for sustainable
lifestyle choices, such as subsidies for
electric vehicle purchases, public transit
or renewable energy for home offices.

Emergency savings accounts
(ESAs): To help workers manage
financial shocks from disasters,
companies have introduced ESAs
with potential employer matching.

Climate-safe retirement plans: HR
departments are increasingly offering
401(k) options that are divested from
fossil fuels, allowing employees to
align their long-term savings with
their environmental values.

Climate-related paid leave: Some
companies offer dedicated “weather-
related paid time off” for employees

affected by extreme events.
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climate events can feel equally destabilizing since it may up-
set employees who do not share a concern, and shape wheth-
er climate-related distress is mitigated or compounded.

Without structured guidance, managers’ ad hoc responses
can increase emotional exhaustion, reduce trust and drive
greater utilization of benefits, such as mental health services,
leave and disability.

Supporting and training managers is central to the effec-
tiveness of benefits, especially in areas that affect all elements
of well-being. Clear communication can also help managers
connect employees with the right benefits and signal to em-
ployees that they are encouraged to use them.

Designing Benefits for the Long Arc of
Emotional and Environmental Climate Change

Climate change is reshaping the conditions under which
work happens. Its effects on physical health, emotional sta-
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bility, financial security, career sustainability and community
life are already present in benefits data, utilization patterns
and manager experience.

If organizations continue treating climate disruption as a
series of isolated emergencies or simply as an operational is-
sue rather than an ongoing workplace condition, the cost will
likely continue to increase across multiple systems. Benefits
are where policy meets lived experience. When people are
anxious, distressed or frightened, they turn to their workplace
for structure, predictability, social fabric and more. The most
significant benefit work can provide is sustaining our mental
and physical health, not just in moments of illness or crisis, but
across the long arc of our lives, as conditions change around
us. By acknowledging this reality and designing and delivering
benefits accordingly, employers have an opportunity to reduce
risk, support their workforce and build resilience not just for
the next event, but for the long term. ]%2
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1. For more data on this and other trends, please see www.mercer
.com/en/insights/people-strategy/future-of-work/global-talent-trends, ac-
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-data/2024-active-year-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-disasters.

4. For more research, please see www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.10
80/00797308.2023.2287381, accessed March 2026.

5. Carol Hickman’s research is discussed in this article: www.bbc.com
/news/world-58549373, accessed March 2026.

6. For an overview of eco-anxiety and eco-distress, see this resource
from the National Library of Medicine, a division of the National Institutes
of Health: B. Sheate, “Climate Change and Mental Health: The Rising Tide
of Eco-Distress,” Perspectives in Public Health 145, no. 4 (2025): 185-187,
https://doi.org/10.1177/17579139251333289.

7. For more on climate anxiety, please see www.conference-board.org
/publications/eco-anxiety-a-growing-threat-to-employee-productivity?, ac-
cessed February 2026.

8. Climate Mental Health Network, “Climate Emotions Wheel,”
https://www.climatementalhealth.net/wheel, and P. Pihkala, “Toward a Tax-
onomy of Climate Emotions,” Frontiers in Climate 3 (2022): 738154, https://
doi.org/10.3389/fclim.2021.738154.
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