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Like the rest of the World, the focus in the US in 2020 has been containing Covid, the greatest global health challenge the world has faced in our lifetimes. At EAPA the emphasis has been in providing consultation and programmes to members with a view to developing and recommending services and tools, offering a variety of support options. What has been shown in stark relief is that employer business goals are being forced to recalibrate as welfare of employees and employee assistance has to be more closely integrated into strategy.    

The experience of the US has been mirrored internationally: it has been particularly difficult to document the effect of Covid specifically on the EA industry and relate increases in individual case numbers to increase in mental health provision primarily to Covid. In fact you could go so far as to say the Achilles Heel of the industry is that data has not been fully documented, and because it is insufficient and not really transferable.  It would be particularly helpful to have had information which would have, for example, highlighted areas where EA support had been particularly effective and those where counselling/therapy has been more beneficial.  

The No 1 thing which repeats in the sector is that employers are rarely sure what they require from an EAP and the No 1 thing which is overlooked is the importance of consultation, which can lead to solutions and then a workable long term policy. Employers need to be guided through options so as to be supported in the most appropriate way.  Naturally the default position for employers is the search for quick fix counselling to solve individual issues but EAPs should be more proactive at the consultation stage so that there is mutual appreciation of the needs of the business and the need for holistic longer term solutions.  EAPs possess considerable Know How and they should make more effort to differentiate themselves from the narrower and more specific area of counselling and therapy. EAPs should focus on providing support and deliver access to services, offering flexibility, innovation and therapy as appropriate: they are in a unique position to advise on, for example, in company healthcare work and channels of delivery such as internet response.

People have unsurprisingly become anxious and stressed, and concerned for their safety during Covid.  There have been some consequences:

· Personal Savings rates have increased for the first time in decades

· Housing has become a serious issue, with non-payments on rent and mortgages of particular concern

· Fear of infecting loved ones and others by going to work

· Fear of losing job on returning to work  

· In the context of EAPs, service utilisation has increased by between 33-106% during 2020. An example of a 42,000 employee hospital (Mount Sinai Health System, New York City) EAP has reported an increase of 106%

At the point of returning to work, there are additional pressures.  People will find this stressful because they have been so used to virtual work settings and employees will face a different landscape and possible culture, Many people will go through anxiety, isolation, lack of contact with relatives, grief, and risk of suicide.  Hospitalisation and deaths through Opioid and alcohol misuse have increased in 2020, with Opioid related deaths exceeding 38,000.  The dilemma, however, is how to deal with it.  HR in organisations is attempting to devise strategies, to include for example, fitness for work assessments, but with Covid restrictions remote assessments are difficult.   Looking forward, as we emerge from lockdown, it is expected that engagement and motivation will be a challenge and there will be an increase in presenteeism.  

What do employees want/ask for?  This has barely changed in 34 years: they want flexibility, scheduling, time off when needed, and accommodation of daily routines.  However, what has changed as a result of Covid is a willingness to listen to employee needs as conversation over mental health issues becomes more acceptable.  An example of an employer accommodating staff requests is a steel company in Pennsylvania, yet attending to its own needs.  It is annoying for a continuous process plant such as steel to suffer disruption through short notice absence.  The simple act of being flexible and rearranging shifts solved a problem and met a need.  Additionally the company started to permit leave of absence for emergencies, compassionate leave and agreed to defer completion of paperwork to later.  Such a change in approach in attending to personal problems has had real benefits and a huge impact on short notice and unauthorised absence, but sadly many companies are constrained by procedure and bureaucracy, the result being that employees become disengaged.

Another example of flexibility is where people have faced unfortunate sets of circumstances and they may need short term financial help.  Providing cash is not the answer, but providing financial counselling offers a flexible solution and relief to meet immediate needs, without the need to provide private health information and other statutory information.  Assistance in this area has been crucial as the Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) which is supposed to provide state sanctioned leave and financial support is a complex piece of legislation with wide differences from one US state to the other, and EA professionals are being trained to assist with individual cases. 

What should EA and HR responses be to assisting with better productivity and reduction of leave of absence?  

· Messages should be personal/not corporate.  Avoid using manuals as the initial response.

· Method of communication.   Employers love the convenience of computers for their comms/messaging which provide speed and immediacy.  However, impersonal means of communication can easily dent trust in an organisation.  What is important is Consistency/ Truth/ and Frequency. 

· Mental Health problems.  It is imperative that employers avoid people asking “Does the Company Care?” In most cases of course the company cares.  The company reputation is therefore dependent on the type and frequency of messaging.  Organisations can provide engagement for support services but they need “Vendors for the Workplace” to communicate that the company does care and what it provides.  This is not a common message in the world of HR.       

· Removing Barriers to Access.  Some Employee Assistance programmes have a two week waiting list.  EA needs to be instant for it to be effective.  

· Organisations need to have a laundry list of support services in place to be EA ready.  This can even include issues relating to politics, which has become so contentious in recent months.

· EA needs to be able to provide guidance and assistance in access to services, for example in medication and treatment.  With treatment being so expensive, different strategies need to be in place to meet the needs of e.g. afro-Caribbean communities, specific medication needs for 50-80 year olds and costs of testing for medication.  Organisations can offer proactive help in these and other areas.  

· Housing/Homelessness/Food Insecurity.  With 50 different workers’ compensation plans in force in 50 different States, are we fully adapted and ready?

· Needs assessment.  Interviews can be online, but this is not “Hi-Tech” in the sense that AI is where we are heading with its use of data and streamlined assessment processes.  EAs need to be clearer about what these technologies can offer and how they can be applied.

A genuine assistance programme has all the necessary systems in place to enable it to spring into immediate action as and when required.  A snapshot of the future has been provided by Missouri based health care insurer and Medicaid provider Centene which has purchased a large behavioral health delivery company, Magellan, to expand its range of services.  It has become aware that, for example:

· Poor mental health yields to cardiac, cancer, and diabetes

· AI preauthorisation of individual cases can reduce assessments down from 20 mins average to 3.5 seconds

· Recording of every element of contact with patients.  This is a particular challenge for EAPs and associates.

Finally, there has been much talk about compassion fatigue, especially in the context of the pandemic.  EAPA recognises that this can be a problem and has introduced weekly pandemic conversations – EAPA is about to deliver its 50th weekly conversation   These conversations support, share and shape the agenda and in so doing reduce the risk of fatigue.  
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