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GETTING A GRIP: CASE STUDIES
Registered nurse Mary Malone, a medical lead and implementation manager for
Standard Insurance Co.’s Workplace Possibilities (WP) program, has counseled
many employees struggling with mental health and substance abuse issues over
the years. Today, she works with companies to evaluate their employee population problems, including substance abuse. As part of the WP program, she often
assigns onsite consultants to help employees stay productive even as they deal
with substance abuse and other problems. The program can also provide consultants who work by telephone with employees who need help while on short-term
disability.
One of the challenges in trying to help employees, Malone said, is getting them
to access resources available through their employers while problems are still
relatively small. Most large employers have employee assistance programs, for
example, but according to Michael Klachefsky, national practice leader for the
WP program, EAPs are vastly under-used. Employees may be especially reluctant to seek help for substance abuse problems from EAPs or other resources
because of the stigma often attached to these conditions, Malone added.
Seeking an Employee’s ‘Safe Zone’
Although employees may know about the EAP, Malone said, in a time of need
they may avoid making the call. They may equate the EAP with the employer
and fear that asking for help will have adverse employment consequences or
they may be hesitant to discuss a very personal problem with a stranger on the
telephone. Having a consultant onsite can be one solution to this problem, as
well as a tangible reminder of the employer’s concern and a reassurance of the
independence of the program.
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An employee can call the WP office at work, drop in, or arrange to meet offsite
— at a coffee shop or other nonthreatening location, Malone said: ‘‘We say,
‘Where would you like to meet?’ ’’
Once in the ‘‘safe zone,’’ employees generally find it easier to talk directly about
difficult issues, from having an addiction to an illegal drug to not being able to
get off narcotics legitimately prescribed for pain. The consultant can then not
only get the person to the right resource, often an EAP, but can make sure the
employee is following up and getting appropriate treatment. Often, the employee
can be seen by a counselor within a day or two of meeting with the onsite consultant, Malone said.
The onsite consultant—generally a psychologist or other mental health
professional—could be available a few hours a week or full-time, depending on
company size and needs. The program is different from an EAP, Malone said,
serving as the pre-EAP step to help employees figure out what they need, rather
than itself providing the actual services.
For example, an employee with a substance abuse problem or who is worrying
about a spouse with one may not be able to focus on work. The immediacy of a
mental health professional to talk to right at work often helps an employee take
the first step, Malone said.
‘‘The more experience you have, the easier it is to talk to people in crisis about
anything that comes up,’’ she said. ‘‘You get pretty good about seeing the barriers people put up. We’re not forcing them; we let them know it is voluntary. We
just give them the information and let them know they can call back.’’
Malone meets with company staff to review an employer’s practices and culture
and to find the best local consultant.
‘‘Our program is very proactive,’’ she said. ‘‘We help employers identify the
needs of employees sitting at desks but not meeting quota or showing up later
and later.’’
HR should make sure employees know that anything they say to a consultant, an
EAP counselor, or HR staff—particularly stressing this when dealing with the
potentially embarrassing area of drug use—is confidential, Malone advised.
Feeling Alone
Disability leave can be a
time of danger for employees.

Substance abuse issues can require short-term disability leave, Malone said,
which can create scheduling and production headaches for managers and the HR
department, but perhaps more importantly can also be a time of danger for the
employee because temporary disability can too easily evolve into permanent unemployment if the employer does not closely monitor the situation. Malone’s
company can provide mental health experts by telephone to see that people are
getting the proper treatment and not languishing at home. Malone cited as an
example of this an employee at home on leave for a substance abuse problem
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whose only treatment was vitamin therapy. While this could be a good adjunct,
the woman also needed counseling and medication, which an expert in touch
with her would have recognized and recommended.
Sometimes employees themselves may not know they have a problem, Malone
said, and not because they’re deceiving themselves. For example, she said, she
was checking in with an employee by telephone who had been on short-term
disability leave for stomach troubles. In reviewing the man’s medication history,
she realized he had been prescribed antidepressants, although the man himself
didn’t know it.
‘‘He wasn’t hiding anything,’’ she said. ‘‘He had no idea anxiety and depression
were causing his issues.’’
Malone referred the man to an EAP, who saw him the next day, and he was back
to work in two weeks.
‘‘He was ecstatic,’’ Malone said.
The doctor who prescribed the medication may not have been clear in his diagnosis and for that reason or some other the employee may simply not have understood what his condition really was. Whatever the cause of the initial confusion, the interceding phone call from a registered nurse with a lot of experience
in mental health issues identified the problem and got the man back to work.
Disability leave poses other dangers for employees dealing with substance abuse.
‘‘By the six-month phase, you’ve pretty much bought into the disability,’’ Malone said. ‘‘I don’t wish disability on anyone,’’ she added, noting that especially
for employees with mental health and substance abuse issues, the loss of colleagues and work identity can be incapacitating and demoralizing.
Employees with substance abuse issues are often very fearful, which can exacerbate their feelings of isolation, Malone said, noting that at one company several
employees talking to her about their abuse problems said that they felt they were
the only ones at the company with a problem.
‘‘I couldn’t divulge anything,’’ Malone said, ‘‘but I could say, ‘I have a feeling
you’d be surprised.’ ’’
This feeling of being alone with their problem can be made worse if employees
lose touch with colleagues and managers during leave. Employees have told Malone that ‘‘I was off work 10 weeks and I never got a call,’’ she said.
Employees appreciate hearing from their managers when they are on short-term
disability, but managers are sometimes afraid to call, Malone said, adding that
they shouldn’t be.
‘‘You don’t have to ask them what’s going on,’’ Malone said. ‘‘You can say ‘You
don’t have to tell me anything about your health condition. I just want to tell
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you we miss you at work. You need this time to get better, but we just wanted
you to know we are thinking of you.’ That can make an enormous difference.’’
At the same time, Malone cautioned that employees should not be rushed off
short-term leave, which can be very counterproductive:
‘‘There’s a lot of type A people out there,’’ she said, ‘‘so we have to remind
them that this is not the time to go back to the office, that work can survive
without them while they get well. That saves employers a lot of money in the
long run.’’
Another key purpose a consultant can serve is providing updates to the HR department about when employees on short-term leave can return to work. This
can relieve the burden on HR of managers who keep coming in to ask when the
employee is coming back.
‘‘ ‘I need to know what to do,’ ’’ is the manager’s refrain, Malone said, adding
that she often meets with the entire HR disability team—including the leave department, the benefits manager, risk management, the EAP vendor, and anyone
else who may be affected—to develop a program.
Getting Proactive
Pittsburgh-based Highmark Inc., an independent licensee of the Blue Cross and
Blue Shield Association, takes a proactive approach to preventing and treating
substance abuse among employees, incorporating its program into an ‘‘overall
focus on wellness,’’ communications consultant Denise Hughes told BNA.
Highmark provides physicians and other health care practitioners onsite and offers employees access to professionals who are trained to detect substance abuse
and to direct employees toward programs and resources to address the condition.
The company’s concern is also reflected in its health risk assessments, which
incorporate questions on substance abuse. This allows Highmark to assess prevalence and trends. Without a proactive approach, Hughes said, usage is often not
diagnosed until significant impairment in functioning occurs.
Highmark also provides incentives for annual physical exams, ‘‘which may help
facilitate physician relationships where they may be able to detect early signs of
abuse,’’ Hughes noted.
The company also addresses substance abuse and dependency in stress management programs it offers employees.
‘‘Employees may not be
comfortable attending
a program entitled ‘Substance
Abuse and You.’ ’’

In addition, all employees and their eligible dependents have access to an employee assistance program ‘‘around the clock,’’ Hughes said, an independent external partner Highmark uses to provide counseling and referral services.
Highmark also reviews medical claims data regularly and responds with programs and resources to assist employees with medical problems showing an increasing incidence.
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‘‘We continually review our programs and policies to ensure that our practices
support early identification of potential substance abuse issues,’’ Hughes said.
‘‘As an example, Highmark will be modifying our long-term disability program
starting in 2012 to cover 24 months—versus 12 months—for mental health and
substance abuse.’’
How Not to Scare Employees Away From Resources
Hughes noted that research has shown that integrating substance abuse prevention messages into basic health promotion topics is more effective than presenting substance abuse as a standalone topic.
‘‘Employees may not be comfortable attending a program entitled ‘Substance
Abuse and You’ or ‘Dealing With Depression,’ fearing that they have ‘selfidentified’ just by their presence,’’ she advised. But when much of that same information is billed as ‘‘How to Talk to Your Kids About Drugs,’’ ‘‘Recognizing
and Reducing the Signs of Stress,’’ or ‘‘Facing Traumatic Events,’’ there is ‘‘considerably higher participation.’’
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Workplace Solutions for Prevention and Treatment of Substance Abuse
o Implement drug-free workplace and other written substance abuse policies.
o Publicize drug-free workplace policies and reiterate that use of alcohol or drugs is never permitted in
the workplace.
o Communicate information about the health risks of alcohol and drug use through company websites
and health and wellness initiatives.
o Educate employees about the health and productivity hazards of drinking excessively and using illicit
substances through company wellness programs, Employee Assistance Programs and Work/Life
programs.
o Incorporate substance abuse information in workplace wellness strategies, such as learning about
good nutrition, exercise, seat belt use, etc.
o Offer health benefits that provide comprehensive coverage for substance use disorders, including
aftercare and counseling.
o Ensure that company wellness programs, Employee Assistance Programs and Work/Life programs
provide education, screening and follow-up services for employees’ drug and alcohol problems.
o Respect employees’ privacy. Employers may not know who among their employees is in recovery from
alcohol or drug abuse. If company officials have this information, however, they must recognize and
appreciate the delicate balance between wanting to help, and respecting an employee’s need and
desire for privacy.
Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. 14 short employer cost savings briefs.
Available at: http://ncadistore.samhsa.gov/catalog/productDetails.aspx?ProductID=17943. Accessed January 26, 2009.

Source: National Business Group on Health
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