
plans & trusts july/august 201726

Employers can help employees take personal 
action to develop their coping skills and improve 
their financial health. In turn, this may lead to a 
healthier, more productive workforce.
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P erhaps one of the biggest challenges the average em-
ployee has today—above and beyond coping with 
professional demands, commutes, the balance be-
tween work and home life, and personal relations at 

home and at the office—is their personal finances.
A national survey conducted by Leger reported that 42% 

of Canadians rank money as their greatest source of stress, 
and there’s a line of research that shows a direct link between 
financial health and mental health. According to the Confer-
ence Board of Canada, workers’ inability to cope with de-
pression and anxiety cost the Canadian economy $50 billion 
a year in absenteeism and reduced productivity.

This article explores how coping skills can support people 
to better manage their financial health by improving their 
financial decision making. It also provides employers with 
direction on three actions they can take to support their em-
ployees in learning to better manage their financial health by 
facilitating self-discovery and learning opportunities.

Many people’s financial stress may be the direct result of 
poor decision making. This may seem obvious; however, the 
root cause as to why some people are making poor decisions 
may not be.

The Effects of Chronic Stress
Cumulative stress is common for people who are work-

ing in stressful roles or are trying to manage the demands of 
home and work life. When a person is under chronic stress, 
it’s common for them to feel powerless, have concerns about 
keeping up, lose sleep worrying and have increased levels of 
anxiety and fear of failure. Over time, chronic stress can have 
a negative impact on a person’s physical health and can lead 
to conditions such as ulcers, hypertension, heart attacks and 
strokes. When there’s no escape from chronic stress, it also 

can have a negative impact on a person’s mental health. If not 
dealt with and managed correctly, it can mature into a clini-
cal mental illness such as anxiety or depression.

Individuals with mental health issues or illnesses are at 
high risk for self-medicating. This can result in addictions 
to alcohol or prescription drugs that only complicate their 
overall life situation and can be another tax on financial re-
sources both for individuals and employers.

To understand how a person increasingly becomes at risk, 
it’s of value to understand the relationship between chronic 
stress and poor decision making. Brain research has found 
that people experiencing chronic stress are at increased risk 
for accumulating stress, which can interfere with the brain’s 
switching system that controls how effectively a person can 
discern good decisions over bad ones. The two areas of the 
brain directly impacted by chronic stress are goal-oriented 
actions and habit formation. When the brain is working op-
timally, it puts an individual in a good position to make deci-
sions that will positively impact and support his or her qual-
ity of life. People under chronic stress are more likely to take 
risks, have a harder time controlling their internal urges and 
be highly motivated to escape pain to feel better. 

When a brain becomes focused on feeling good in the now, 
versus short- to long-term goals, a person is prone to making 
poor decisions—such as using drugs or alcohol or gambling—
that may not be in his or her best long-term interest. Even hab-
its such as overeating, excessively using the Internet or playing 
video games, unnecessary shopping and inattention to spend-
ing habits can create another set of problems that can impact 
not only mental health but also long-term financial health.

Financial Success Factors
A person’s annual income is one key for defining finan-

cial capabilities and the kind of financial plan that makes the 
most sense for his or her long-term financial success. 

Financial success can be measured by how well people 
manage their finances in the following three buckets: month-
ly bills, long-term savings and discretionary spending. Cre-
ating a financial plan for how the three buckets will be man-
aged is a prudent activity. This will define what a person can 
afford with respect to living, debt, retirement and lifestyle. It 
also will provide a decision tree for making financial deci-
sions.

The above logic can be difficult to impossible to accom-
plish if people are making financial decisions that are spon-
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taneous and driven by stress, emotions 
or a perceived need to spend money on 
things they cannot afford for social stat-
ure. Another reason some people expe-
rience financial stress is that they don’t 
have a financial plan. The combination 
of these factors can result in a cycle of 
poor decision making that over time 
adds to debt and financial challenges.

Jack, for example, is stressed and 
struggling to pay his bills. He has de-
veloped the habit of partying every 
weekend with his friends, eating out 
for lunch every day, buying five coffees 
a day and driving a car that costs more 
a month than he can afford. Jack has 
adopted a set of habits grounded in a 
cycle of poor decisions that over time 
will only add to his debt and financial 
stress. Unless he makes some drastic 
lifestyle changes, he will never be able 
to take charge of his financial success. 
This likely will not happen until he can 
change his perspective and perhaps 
cope better so he can better manage 
his stress and his lifestyle expectations. 
Jack will need to change how he spends 
money, or he will never get ahead fi-
nancially.

Finding Financial Health 
Through the Development of 
Coping Skills

A large percentage of employees 
have never been taught how to man-
age their finances or how to cope with 
the demands of life. Research has found 
that coping skills are trainable, and 
people with better coping skills typi-
cally have better health outcomes, in-
cluding financial health.

If employees are struggling with 
stress and life, they may continue to 
make ineffective financial decisions un-
til they learn how to cope better. People 

sometimes engage in a series of micro-
decisions and behaviours that shape 
who they become, outside of their level 
of awareness. In fact, many people are 
like this; they end up on autopilot and 
make the same mistake day over day. 
Without change, they can face a sad 
ending.

What Employers Can Do to 
Support Employees’ Financial 
Health and Coping Skills

Employers can help their employees 
improve their financial health and cop-
ing skills by facilitating the three A’s: 
awareness, accountability and action. 
This model helps both employees and 
employers solve problems and make ef-
fective decisions. Employers can help 
their employees by educating them and 
providing opportunities to be exposed 
to knowledge and tools that can sup-
port them. Following are three things 
employers can do.

• Awareness. Provide an educa-
tional experience where employ-
ees can become aware of their 
current financial health and cop-
ing skills. Decisions employees 
make daily with their money 
have a direct impact on their 
cash flow. One way to take charge 
of financial health is to take con-

trol of mental health and deci-
sion making. Employers may not 
know if employees have gaps in 
their coping skills or if they are 
looking for better ways to cope. 
To remove any assumptions, an 
employer could provide an op-
portunity to measure employees’ 
current total health. There are 
analytic tools available that cap-
ture data to provide employees 
with a profile of their total health 
(physical, mental, workplace ex-
perience, financial/life). It can 
provide the employer with in-
sights on the degree of risk 
within the workforce with re-
spect to employees’  overal l 
health, including coping and fi-
nancial health. If employees are 
not sure how well they’re coping, 
they can find free, online surveys 
to help them measure their cop-
ing abilities.

• Accountability. Employers can 
support their employees, but ev-
ery employee ultimately owns his 
or her mental and financial 
health. Employers that are clear 
on this point understand that 
they can at best facilitate oppor-
tunities for employees to become 
more aware and take ownership 
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Takeaways
•  A national survey showed 42% of Canadians rank money as their biggest stressor.

•  Research shows a direct link between financial health and mental health.

•  Employees under chronic stress are more likely to make poor decisions that can 
impact their work and personal lives.

•  Many employees have never learned coping skills or financial management.

•  Employers can help workers better their financial and coping capabilities through 
increased awareness, accountability and action.
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of their own lives. Research continues to report that 
employees who have better coping skills on average 
have better financial and overall health, engagement 
and productivity. Employers can support employees 
who want to increase their financial literacy and cop-

ing skills by providing tools they can use to improve 
their overall quality of life.

• Action. Employers can provide employees with pro-
gramming to close gaps in financial literacy and cop-
ing. There are online courses that help learners to de-
velop coping skills in the privacy of their own homes. 
Programs may include videos, exercises, readings, 
tools and insights for developing core competencies to 
cope better with the demands of life. Employers also 
can provide workplace wellness or financial education 
programs to help employees develop skills to close 
gaps, such as coping abilities or financial literacy. Em-
ployers might want to consider the use of incentives 
to encourage participation and follow-through, since 
these programs may be of little value if employees 
don’t take personal accountability to master these new 
skills.

Conclusion
At the end of the day, employers are affected by the finan-

cial health of their employees. Poor financial health can lead 
to decreased productivity, poor mental health and absentee-
ism.

Some employees could have better financial health if they 
could deal with their work and life stress more effectively 
and, as a result, make better decisions. Employers can help 
workers get on the right track by providing awareness, ac-
countability and action items that lead them to develop cop-
ing skills to become more resilient, be more disciplined and 
make decisions that have a positive impact on their long-
term financial health.  &

coping skills

Bill Howatt, Ed.D., Ph.D., is chief 
of research and development 
for workforce productivity at 
Morneau Shepell. He has over 25 
years of experience in strategic 
human resources, mental health 
and addictions, and leadership. 
Howatt is the creator of Certificate 
in Management Essentials (CME), an online, senate-
approved leaders’ program through the University of 
New Brunswick. He also is the creator of Pathway to 
Coping, an online course that teaches coping skills. 
Howatt has published numerous books and articles, 
such as The Coping Crisis and Pathway to Coping. He 
is a regular contributor to The Globe and Mail Nine 
to Five and Leadership Lab columns. Howatt holds 
Ed.D. and Ph.D. degrees and conducted postdoctoral 
studies in behavioural science at the University of 
California, Los Angeles Semel Institute for Neurosci-
ence and Human Behavior. 

BIO

Reproduced with permission from Plans & Trusts, Volume 35, No. 4, July/August 
2017, pages 26-30, published by the International Foundation of Employee Benefit 
Plans (www.ifebp.org), Brookfield, Wis. All rights reserved. Statements or opinions 
expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily represent the 
views or positions of the International Foundation, its officers, directors or staff. No 
further transmission or electronic distribution of this material is permitted.

pdf/617


