EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (EAP) SERVICES

An EAP, or employee assistance program, is a confidential, short-term, counseling service for employees with personal problems that affect their workplace performance. Although in widespread use today, Employee Assistance Programs grew out of industrial alcoholism programs of the 1940’s. EAP’s should be part of a larger company plan to promote wellness that involves written policies, supervisor and employee training, and where appropriate, an approved drug and alcoholism testing program.

What is the intention of an EAP?
The EAP offers help with the resolution of problems that are directly affecting work. These problems, however, do not have to be caused by workplace related issues. Employee Assistance Programs are designed to help people understand and overcome their personal problems. While most EAP’s offer a wide range of services, they often refer individuals to other professionals or agencies that can offer more specialized and/or extended care in particular areas of expertise.

What types of services and benefits does an EAP offer?
● Personal issues

● Job stress

● Relationship issues

● Childcare, eldercare, parenting issues

● Substance abuse

● Harassment

● Separation and loss

● Balancing work and family

● Financial or legal

● Bereavement

● Domestic violence

Some EAP providers are also able to provide and offer other services including retirement or layoff assistance, and wellness/health promotion and fitness (such as weight control, good nutrition, exercise regimens or smoking cessation programs). Others may offer advice and counseling on long-term illnesses, disability issues, counseling for crisis situations (e.g. death at work), or advice specifically for managers/supervisors dealing with difficult and sensitive situations.

Who can use an EAP?
EAP’s are usually open to all employees and their immediate families.

What happens when you call your EAP?
In most companies, the EAP phone number is posted or distributed to staff members. This number is often to what is known as a referral agent, such as a company like Warren Shepell, one of Canada’s leading EAP providers.

A referral agent could also be someone from within the organization such as a health professional in the medical department, a union counselor, or an employee who has received EAP training. If there is no internal referral agent, is then referred to an external EAP professional resource. Referral agents must be familiar with available community resources which could include social, financial, and mental health services, professional counselors, or even clergy members. A referral agent interprets the exact specifics of the individual nature of the problem and refers the person to the appropriate resource. The actual referral depends upon the nature of the problem, the personal preference of the individual, and the ability of the person to pay for the service (if the costs are not covered by the EAP or insurance program).

When an employee contacts an EAP provider on their own accord, a confidential record is opened. The EAP provider will collect any necessary and relevant information, and depending upon the severity of the problem and the capabilities of the EAP personnel, will then determine if the situation can be handled by the provider, or if an outside referral is needed to another resource (such as a drug or alcohol abuse program). Interviews will then be scheduled, usually within 24 to 48 hours, unless the situation is judged to be an emergency. 

What happens with the EAP referral and who else knows about it?
In an EAP, there are three types of referrals:

1. Self-referral; where the employee seeks out help on their own.

2. An informal referral, where a supervisor, co-worker or friend recommends the EAP.

No record of these two types of referrals appears in the employee’s personnel file.

3. A formal referral based upon a job performance issue and a supervisor recommends the EAP. Depending on the confidentiality requirements and situation, this recommendation may, or may not appear in the individual’s personnel file. Often, no notation is made unless there is a need for some sort of formal disciplinary action. Whatever is discussed during these sessions, however, is not reported to the supervisor and/or employer.

What makes the EAP successful?
Several factors contribute towards making an Employee Assistance Program successful:

● Total confidentiality

● Accessible to employees and their immediate families

● Recognition and commitment from management, employees and the union (if there is one) that an EAP is needed

● Policies and procedures supported by top management, employees and the union.

● Formal and informal referral processes.
● Promotion of the EAP service and encouragement to use it

● Managers and employees educated in the workings of the EAP

● Periodic evaluation of the EAP to ensure that the needs of both the employee and employer are met

In addition, the EAP must be strenuously monitored and evaluated to make sure that the ongoing quality assurance is maintained; specifically for referral/assistance components and to correct potential trouble areas. The correct assessments, referrals and follow-up of progress are important for continued success of the EAP.

Companies commonly adopt Employee Assistance Programs in order to maintain a productive, functional, effective and healthy workplace. The primary goal of an EAP is to ensure the mental and emotional health of employees so that they can consistently contribute to the growth of the company. 

So why would a company need an EAP? Here are the top ten reasons why:  
1. Improved Productivity

Employee Assistance Programs are actually designed to improve the productivity of your employees. When an employee is struggling with personal issues such as mental illness, family problems, or substance abuse, to name a few, the result is often a drop in productivity at work. EAP’s provide the company with prevention techniques, assessment protocols and health management services that address those issues.

2. Reduce Company Costs

When an employee is suffering personally, it is more than likely their work will suffer too. The bottom line is when this occurs; the company inevitably incurs financial losses too. Employee Assistance Programs are planned to reduce the impact that social, psychological or physical problems have on the employees in order to reduce the financial impact on the company.

3. Third Party Assistance

EAP’s are third party agencies that specialize in connecting employees with the appropriate services according to their needs. They assess individual employee needs, refer them to suitable services and provide employees and their families with confidential access to professional health services, freeing the company to do what it does best.

4. Increased Company Morale and Workplace Harmony

Human resources are a company’s most invaluable of all its resources so it only makes sense that employers need to look after employees. A healthy and contented employee is a productive and effective one. An Employee Assistance Program helps you maintain that.

5. Reduced Absenteeism

Absenteeism costs the company money. EAP’s can help reduce the amount of time employees take off work. These programs can provide a range of treatment and prevention initiatives and options for employees and their families.   

6. Reduced Turnover
A high turnover of employees can be very costly for any company. Employee Assistance Program effectively reduces the turnover of employees by managing work related and personal stress; thereby improving the working environment in terms of morale, as well.  

7. Reduced Accidents at Work

It is easy to see how accidents can happen at work when one is stressed. An individual suffering from stress-related symptoms will often experience difficulty with concentration, mental focus and physical function.

8. Resolution of Work Related Problems

External stress often results in a reduction in work place performance. These can lead to problems within the working environment, such as, absenteeism, high turnover and low morale. EAP’s look after the physiological and psychological health of employees, developing strategies for coping with external and as well as, work related stress. In turn, this reduces the impact of work related stress as there is quick recognition and resolution to it.

9. Professional Services

Employee Assistance Programs connect troubled employees to professional services. The great thing about an EAP is that they are able to connect employees directly with these services and the first appointment can take place in days. This means that employees are getting the assistance they need immediately, dealing with and averting crisis situations.

10. Improved Work Performance

Companies employing the services of an EAP have not only experienced increases in productivity, but also in the quality of work. Work performance is greatly affected by stress and personal problems often escalate into professional problems. An EAP can quickly help manage these problems and ensure that employee issues are quickly resolved. This means fewer mistakes at work, high quality output, and an overall increase in workplace performance.

For many reasons, employees may at times require varying degrees of assistance to deal with difficulties which may affect their work performance. In accordance with practices unique to individual organizations whether they be private sector, union or government have taken advantage of Employee Assistance Programs. 

All parties agree that these EAP’s are structured, confidential and neutral programs through which employees seeking help, assistance and direction may, as required, receive assessments, counseling and referrals to services that will be of assistance, and that the employee may use those services on a strictly voluntary basis, thereby making it a win-win situation for all parties.       

