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Q. Team conflicts have suddenly emerged since I hired a new, highly capable employee. I think he is a great hire with new ideas and energy. Team cohesion is a priority for me, but how do I refer an employee to the EAP for being “too good?”
A. After hiring a highly capable employee, some managers report an increase in conflicts among coworkers, perhaps for the first time. Your new employee may be failing to identify or balance the needs of team members with his own needs. Often, poor timing of assertive behavior and failure to negotiate with the team’s needs underlie such conflicts. This is called having poor “other-awareness” skills. Young, bright employees with high self-esteem are particularly at risk for this performance problem. Ironically, the better the employee’s relationship with the supervisor, the more problems. Hence the confusion. Bring complaints to your employee. A supervisor referral would be based upon the impact of the employee’s difficulties in working effectively with the team. Remember, this is not a disciplinary act. Give the EAP plenty of background on team conflicts. Your objective is to resolve the conflict without losing either your longer-term employees or the new one.

Q. My employee was injured severely a few weeks ago at work. She is still out, and fellow employees say she is depressed. Can the EAP play a role in this matter? And, based upon what other workers say, can I refer the employee to the EAP?

A. Although your employee could be depressed, it would not be appropriate to make a supervisor referral to the EAP based upon the reports of coworkers. Reminding your injured employee about the availability of the EAP, however, would be a good idea. The effect of severe injury on workers, and the disruption it can cause, are sufficient reasons to justify such a call. This might prompt a self-referral. Generally, employees who have been injured at work appreciate calls and signs of support from coworkers and the organization. Injured employees who do not receive such contact often cite lack of support as a major complaint. Frequently, EAPs provide a helpful bridge of support during a convalescence period by identifying community services to help the employee such as meal services, home health care, companionship services, transportation, and more.

Q. Our EAP is available to temporary employees, but these employees don’t receive other benefits such as health insurance and paid holidays from our company. Does this say something about the purpose of the EAP?

A. Any paid worker of your organization could be a potential liability if a personal problem interfered with job performance. Hence, the business rationale of making your EAP available to any person on the payroll. EAP services are made available to family members for the same reason. Family problems can disrupt worker productivity; therefore, companies benefit when they make the EAP available to family members. So, the EAP is more than a benefit for employees; it is a productivity tool with a rationale that supports the organization’s mission and its employees’ welfare.

Q. During supervisors’ training we learned not to look for personal problems with employees, but to base supervisor referrals on ongoing performance problems. When did this idea emerge in the EAP field?

A. Most EAP historians agree that the concept of referring employees to the EAP based on ongoing performance problems, not personal problems, originated in the late 1950s with occupational alcoholism program pioneer, Lewis Presnall. Operating a company alcoholism program at a copper mine, he was able to identify many more alcoholic employees when he trained supervisors to refer employees to his program based strictly upon performance and attendance problems. This concept took hold quickly and advanced the popularity of occupational alcoholism programs (OAPs). This led to federal funding of such programs. Later “broad-brush” EAPs emerged in the early 70s to respond to the wide range of personal problems employees face. Today, performance-based referrals to EAPs by supervisors remain a cornerstone of their successful operation. This principle is particularly important when performance problems unknowingly are caused by personal problems rooted in denial, or the inability of the troubled employee to identify symptoms.

Q. I like the “three strikes and you are out” rule, whereby an employee gets three chances to improve performance before I discharge him. I am still having trouble understanding the EAP concept. What is wrong with my approach?

A. There are many reasons to consider referral. Cost-benefit research supports the most popular reasons: Using the EAP salvages workers and saves money. Some companies understand this so well that they will discourage supervisors from recommending dismissals until a supervisor referral to the EAP has been attempted. You are unlikely to act consistently on your “three strikes rule” when you experience problems with your employees. For example, you are less likely to use your approach if you know the employee very well or if the employee is highly valued until problems begin. Under these circumstances, most supervisors will plead for change or enter into long-term, counseling-type relationships and attempt to help employees resolve problems. This is complicated by any short-term success that might follow or emotional involvement that can typically exist in relationship struggles. So, in reality, you won’t discharge your employee as quickly as you imagine. Instead, you will tolerate behavior problems until you tire, or until a crisis is precipitated, causing certain termination.
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