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Stretched and Stressed:

Use and Possible Abuse  
of EAPs and DM Programs 

The use of both employee assistance and disability manage-
ment programs can be expected to increase during an eco-
nomic recession. While the authors advise against cutting 
these programs to save money, they suggest plan sponsors 
make sure they’re getting their money’s worth by monitoring 
vendors and how the programs are used.

by Bob MacArthur, Emma Rickard  
and Jack Lewis
©2009 International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans

D uring economic downturns, employers, unions and 
other groups that fund employee assistance pro-
grams (EAPs) and disability management (DM)

programs tend to scrutinize costs with an eye toward cut-
ting and saving budget dollars. A word of caution: Now is 
not the time to get weak at the knees and start cutting 
value-added programs that manage employee costs associ-
ated with absences and productivity. To those wondering if 
such programs really add value, a response might be, “Make 
now the time to find out.”

An employer’s ability to weather the storm will depend 
on leadership. The good captain has a vision of where he or 
she is going and how to get there, as well as the leadership 
skills to hold the course while taking corrective action as 
necessary. There are parallels between a ship’s captain in a 
storm and the current storm—a global recession—that 
trustees, unions and employers have been facing.

Unfortunately, lightening the load may mean laying off 
workers, closing plants and stores, rolling back wages and 
trimming budgets in all areas, including benefits. Altering the 

course can mean reemerging from bankruptcy with a new 
plan or putting projects on hold. Whatever the strategy, the 
primary goal of employers’ actions has been to save money. 
But those actions sometimes are done with blinders on, 
without regard for people and possible consequences. Cut-
ting benefit plans like EAPs and DM programs may seem an 
easy way to save money, but the hidden costs of cuts can be 
greater than up-front savings. EAPs and DM programs have a 
direct impact on people, absenteeism and productivity.

Employers, unions or other providers of these programs 
can expect increased use and attempted abuse of both pro-
grams.

This article is not suggesting EAPs and DM programs 
should be immune from scrutiny and, sometimes, cut-
backs. Employers would be fiscally irresponsible if they did 
not review these programs to ensure:

•	 They’re getting what they pay for (bills reflect actual 
services used).

•	 The services are being effectively used.
•	 The services are priced competitively.
•	 Information needs are being met; for instance, the 

data employers receive helps them plan strategically 
and demonstrates program efficacy.

In general, increased use and attempted abuse of both 
programs can be expected because of

•	 The stress a recession creates on everyone . . . job 
loss, money issues, uncertainty, relationship issues, 
stress and pressure on workers “left behind”

•	 The stress people create for themselves in terms of 
how they cope . . . excessive drinking, eating, nonpre-
scription drug use, lifestyle
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•	 Stress manifests itself both physiologically and psy-
chologically, creating greater need for both programs.

•	 Some will look to DM programs for wage replace-
ment even if they are not disabled.

•	 Some will look to EAPs for long-term, continuous 
support, not realizing they are short-term interven-
tion programs.

•	 Utilization of both programs may increase as a result 
of promoting their use to help manage absence and 
productivity problems.

Employers should keep in mind that the primary reason 
most organizations have EAPs and DM programs is to 
manage costs associated with absence and productivity 
loss. Depending on an organization’s culture, the first rea-
son for the existence of these programs is to take care of 
people. If people are taken care of, the rest takes care of 
itself.

Employers that eliminate or severely cut back on EAPs 
and DM programs run the risk of increasing the costs of 
absenteeism while reducing productivity and adding to 
labor costs—exactly the opposite of what they want to be 
doing.

Here’s a look at each benefit.

Employee Assistance Programs

EAPs are meant mostly to be short-term intervention 
programs designed to deal with issues that adversely im-
pact a person’s ability to work.

It is widely believed that when individuals carry stress-
ors with them at work, their productivity drops by as much 
as 30%. These people often fall into the presenteeism cate-
gory—those who are at work but are ill or preoccupied and 
not focused on work. Left unaddressed, stressors will po-
tentially lead to illness, absences and disability. To avoid 
this, to capture that group of stressed employees and to 
keep others from joining it, employers and benefit trusts 
should promote the use of their EAP. That’s as easy as ask-
ing the vendor to do it. The vendor should have all kinds of 
posters, brochures, wallet cards, fridge magnets and lunch-
and-learn sessions, as well as general orientation sessions. 

Employees/members also should be educated about 
how an EAP is intended to be used. These programs are not 
designed for long-term therapeutic use. The financial and 
legal services offered by an EAP should not be used for in-
vestment advice or criminal defense.

What to Watch for

The fees that are paid for a program are driven by the 
size of the participant group and utilization (how many 
people will use the program and how long they’ll receive 
counseling).

For the employer, it is important to keep the EAP cost-
effective so that it can continue to be offered to all employ-
ees, members and their families. Employers should get fre-
quent, accurate reports on utilization (ask how it is 
calculated) and duration. They should look for trends in 

program usage that might lead to more preventive initia-
tives. For example, within the confines of confidentiality, 
they should ask questions such as:

•	 Who’s using the program in terms of age, gender, oc-
cupation, position, location, union, department, etc.?

•	 Why are they using the program? What are the pri-
mary and secondary presenting issues (e.g., work-
place stress, substance abuse, family issues, relation-
ship issues)?

Analyzing the number of people accessing the program, 
why and for how long should provide an idea of how effec-
tively it is being used.

One area of possible abuse is nonemployees and/or 
family members accessing programs they aren’t eligible to 
use. Surprisingly, some vendors do not maintain eligibility 
lists. Anyone who calls in and lists the name of an organiza-
tion to which the vendor provides service will have access 
to the program. The employer is charged and, since the 
employer never gets the names of employees who use the 
EAP, will be none the wiser.

Where there is no eligibility check on the vendor’s end, 
the employer should request one, provided the employer is 
prepared to supply an eligibility list.

Disability Management Programs

Employers/union trusts should reinforce that the DM 
benefit is there to assist those who need and qualify for it. 
Employees in general, and especially those “left behind,” 
are considerably more stressed than they were prior to the 
recession. As a result, they are far more likely to succumb 
to illness, accident, injury and disease and to genuinely 
need DM.

Employers should make sure that the policy guiding the 
DM program—as well as the employer’s own practices and 
those of the DM program vendor—rely on objective medi-
cal evidence in decision making involving adjudication, 
eligibility and treatment and rehabilitation programs. This 
will help to cut down on abuses such as fraud, ensuring 
that only people with valid disabling conditions, supported 
by objective medical evidence, will have access to DM. 

As with EAPs, employers need to find out who’s using 
the program, when and why. Within the confines of confi-
dentiality, employers should have access to data showing 
key metrics such as:

•	 Utilization
•	 Incident rate
•	 Duration
•	 Decision lag time, such as how long to notify and how 

long to adjudicate
•	 Costs.
Much of the data should be sorted by diagnostic cate-

gory, age, gender, union, department, location, etc. Bench-
mark data should be available showing the employer’s 
overall experience compared to its industry or like indus-
tries. Comparing this data with EAP data, sick leave data, 
prescription drug use data, Workers’ Compensation Board 
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integration requires unique processes and a good under-
standing of exactly what it takes to make it work.

Many traditional EAP providers that offer an integrated 
DM service have a business model that prevents real-time 
integration from taking place because of buffers set up be-
tween EAP and DM professionals. These buffers prevent 
the DM person from having immediate access to the EAP 
counselor; they need to submit their request to and receive 
a response from a third party. This is because the vendor’s 
business model focuses on billable hours and a counselor’s 
entire day is scheduled in billable hours—50 minutes for 
counseling and ten minutes for paperwork. This prevents 
the real-time access that needs to take place for integration 
to happen between the EAP and DM professionals. This 
lack of direct and collaborative dialogue greatly diminishes 
the value of real integration.

And if the vendor’s business model or culture prevents 
real integration, there is a good chance that the people 
working within that model don’t understand the value of in-
tegration, simply because they haven’t had the opportunity 
to collaborate on treatment and rehabilitation programs.

Finally, in order for integration to work, the individual 
needs to have a trust relationship with his or her primary 
case manager, whether that is the EAP counselor or the DM 
case manager. The individual needs to understand and ac-
cept the reason for involving another party. He or she will 
need to sign a consent to allow an exchange of information 
between the two professionals. Perhaps surprisingly, some 
vendors’ business models and cultures do not allow for and 
promote such relationships.

Why We React the Way We Do

Canada’s economy has gone through a major meltdown, 
and the future is increasingly unsure. Stress levels have risen, 
and a recent American Psychological Association survey 
found that 80% of the population believed the economy was 
the most significant cause of stress. This was up from the 
66% recorded shortly before the present economic down-
turn. Personal finances have always been a significant source 
of stress. The difference between how much money people 
actually have and how much they believe they need or want 
is often an accurate measure of one’s sense of well-being. For 
many, the perceived gap between what they have and need 
has now widened to a point beyond their comfort zone.

Until now the reliability of Canada’s financial institu-
tions had not been seriously challenged. They were among 
the pillars on which society was built; people assumed that 
if those institutions were to fail, everything else in the world 
would have failed. Recently, losses of almost incomprehen-
sible proportions tossed many of these institutions into 
oblivion, while others have lost their hallowed positions. 
Many people are left wondering who or what they can trust. 

Everyone, whatever his or her financial status, feels a 
little less safe and a little more anxious because of the 
weakening of fundamentals on which society relies. Loss 
triggers uncertainty and fear of the unknown. A continual 

experience and long-term disability (LTD) data will provide 
a pretty good idea of the organization’s usage hot spots.

What to Watch for

Knowing what to watch for can be tricky, because many 
employers don’t understand how their DM program works. 
However, metrics that should be benchmarked to the em-
ployer’s past experience and that of the industry include:

•	 Incident rate
•	 Durations
•	 Costs broken down by wage loss and costs of admin-

istration, adjudication and DM.
Where possible, employers should sort data by group-

ings such as age, duration, gender, occupation, location, 
diagnosis and department to get a more precise picture of 
who, how, where and why the benefit is being used.

When a third-party vendor is involved, employers should 
watch how the program is designed and priced, especially 
when the program has a flat per case fee. Be aware of

•	 The definition of a case and how many different cases 
there can be

•	 The amount of vendor touch time—the amount of 
hands-on time the vendor must spend to manage the 
case.

Vendors also are feeling the recession’s impact, so there 
may be a tendency for some to do less with less. A flat per 
case fee could translate into as little touch time as possible 
with less qualified people. Obviously, with a flat per case 
fee, the less touch time, the better for the vendor.

Case definition can be rife with problems. For example, 
a vendor may quote a per case fee of only $450. Sometimes 
left unsaid is that the case of one individual may move 
through several different definitions of a case—with a 
charge for each stage. It might involve adjudication, case 
management, return to work, specialist referral, decline, 
appeal and other creative entities. So a simple case that is 
adjudicated, case managed and returned to work ends up 
costing the employer $1,350 instead of the $450 that may 
have been expected.

A final per case fee loophole is that some contracts stip-
ulate the maximum number of hours of touch time allowed 
per case. After the maximum is reached, charges shift to an 
hourly rate. For example, the per case fee might be $600 for 
up to five hours touch time, after which the hourly charge is 
up to $175.

DM, EAP Integration

Because psychological and physiological conditions of-
ten are correlated, it’s important that DM and EAP be inte-
grated. One insurer estimated that 28% of all LTD claims 
where the presenting disability is physiological have undi-
agnosed secondary psychological conditions.

Program integration has significant benefits: The indi-
vidual may find the quality of care improved, and the em-
ployer may save money by shortening the disability period 
and bringing an employee back to work sooner. However, 
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catastrophic thoughts and feelings that create anxiety and 
fear leading to panic.

Fear need not paralyze people; it can actually be an ally 
rather than an enemy if it alerts people that they need to 
take some action they have put off because of denial or 
procrastination. They should try to be proactive, rather 
than blindly moving forward as if nothing has really hap-
pened, and focus on the positive and good circumstances 
that have not changed. Gratitude for what one has is a ma-
jor antidote for the fear of what one lacks. Rather than with-
drawing into a self-protective shell, people need to reach 
out and connect with others. If help and support is not 
available from family and friends, people need to seek pro-
fessional help, such as an EAP.

Most importantly, people need to take care of them-
selves both emotionally and physically. Diet, exercise, 
sleep, relaxation and laughter are important aspects of a 
healthy lifestyle. Of particular importance are rest and 
managing stress. Everyone needs to recharge his or her 
body and mind through rest and relaxation.

Summary

While there may be little an individual can do to fix the 
global economic downturn, there is a lot one can do to 
manage his or her individual reactions to the stress it cre-
ates. Diet, exercise, rest and using support tools like EAPs 
are all within an employee’s sphere of control to help get 
through	difficult	times.	 •

stream of negative economic news exacerbates the uncer-
tainty. Companies canceling orders, organizations tighten-
ing their belts and governments having to cut back on es-
sential services create a feeling of lack and scarcity that is 
infectious. Fear becomes more prevalent just as the ability 
to challenge it becomes weakened. Disillusionment may 
set in, and at worst social values disintegrate and antisocial 
acts increase. Psychologist Stanton Samenow has claimed 
that disasters and economic crises lead to an increase in 
crime.

In addition to these global effects, the downturn has 
more personal consequences. People are losing jobs or 
worried about their job security. Reduced health benefits, a 
lowered standard of living and the fear of losing one’s home 
may follow. The value of investments and savings drops. 
When basic survival needs are threatened, people revert to 
more primitive adaptive mechanisms. They rely more on 
parts of the brain that from an evolutionary point of view 
are older and more connected to basic animal instincts. 
People function as if in continuous emergency mode. In 
survival mode, people actually have less access to higher 
brain functions and behave less intelligently. They can’t rest 
or sleep as well, leading to exhaustion and physical and 
mental breakdown. Immune systems begin to weaken, in-
creasing susceptibility to illness.

Doctors are reporting an increase in stress-related ill-
nesses such as heart problems and digestive disorders. 
Mental health practitioners are finding more people seek-
ing help for depression and anxiety. On the other hand, 
some therapists have reported that clients have discontin-
ued therapy because it has become a luxury they can no 
longer afford. At such times the availability of free counsel-
ing can be a life saver. The growth of the EAP movement has 
always recognized the benefit of offering counseling ser-
vices as part of an employee benefit package. Never before 
has such a service been so urgently needed.

The American Psychological Association survey men-
tioned earlier found that women expressed more fear about 
the current economic crisis than men. This may be because 
women still tend to take the main caretaker role and carry 
the heavier burden in maintaining the home. The pressure 
of a financial crisis falls disproportionately on their shoul-
ders. Also, women tend to be more in touch with feelings of 
stress. On a positive note, they are also more willing to talk 
about it and able to admit the difficulties it creates in their 
lives. A person cannot reduce stress until he or she ac-
knowledges it is present. The most obvious sign of stress is 
a decreased ability to deal with the normal activities of life.

Overreacting to minor irritations, restlessness, inability 
to concentrate, moodiness and disturbed sleep patterns are 
other telltale signs. A common response is to go into help-
lessness mode—taking on the role of victim and believing 
one is powerless to do anything about a situation. People 
may need to reassess the situation and the expectations 
they had made about their lives. Although the pain of re-
duced finances may be unavoidable, it does not justify the 
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