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Many work places have discovered that by promoting the health of employees, the health of the organization is well-served. However, when we think about health promotion in the workplace, what probably comes to mind are fitness classes, stress management, smoking cessation, back care, and other activities. But this is just one side of health promotion. The other side, and just or even more important, is the work environment itself, which can either promote good health or be a variable in poor health. 





There are many work conditions that either lead to or exacerbate employee health problems. Just providing a noon hour presentation on stress does not serve employees or the organization well if the workplace environment is unhealthy. There is a need to look more broadly at the psychosocial factors in the workplace with a willingness to look at leadership and the degree to which management supports clear direction, expectations, and resources to help create a healthy workplace. 





Illnesses can arise out of poor management through a work climate characterized by conflict, lack of influence and clarity, constant overload, lack of support, disrespect, threats, and so forth. Add these elements into today’s times where many workplaces are experiencing understaffing and overwork, and the stage is ripe for employees to develop physical or mental health issues.





Survey findings from the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health support this by reporting that when employees work under psychosocial conditions of high demand (having too much to do in too short a time over too long a period), low control (not having enough influence over the way one’s job is done), high effort (having to expend too much mental energy over too long a period) and low reward (not receiving adequate feedback on performance, acknowledgement for work well-done, and recognition) they are:





2 times more likely to contract heart problems


3 times more likely to suffer back pain


5 times more likely to suffer certain cancers


2 – 3 times more likely to have conflicts


2 – 3 times more likely to suffer mental health problems


2 – 3 times more likely to experience infections


2 – 3 times more likely to experience injuries


2 times more likely to have substance abuse





In Human Solutions’ 2008 Annual Report entitled A Quiet Crisis: The Business Case for Managing Employee Mental Health, the author reports that many studies show that well-structured organizational approaches to improving mental and physical health generate effects that are stronger and longer lasting than interventions delivered at the individual level. These organizational approaches seek to remove work-related practices and behaviors that contribute to employee stress and mental health conditions. 





Additionally, the 2002 Conference Board of Canada report entitled Health Promotion Programs at Work: A Frivolous Cost or a Sound Investment? stated that employers 





(Continued on next page.)


who engage in health promotion, along with initiatives toward improving psychosocial and physical work environments, saw results in overall healthcare cost savings, improved productivity and better employee retention. 





Researcher Dr. Julian Barling of Queens University has identified ten key organizational elements of a psychologically healthy workplace:





Transformational Leadership: A management style that offers motivation, stimulation, and individual consideration to employees. The leader must be able to demonstrate effective relationship building and communication skills in order to achieve the result of getting the work done through others. Effective leadership is strongly associated with well-being and work productivity. 





Work and Pace: Workload that is appropriate to the employee’s skill level, allows time for recovery from demanding tasks, and provides direction around how to complete the tasks.





Work Schedule: Work schedules that fit work/life needs and allow a level of control over the scheduling of the work.





Role Clarity: This concerns how well the employee’s job is defined and the degree to which an employee has control and clarity over how to perform the work.





Job Future: This involves perceptions around the employee’s job continuing into the future in a stable manner and that there is a realistic opportunity for career advancement.





Autonomy: Employees need to know that they have some individual choice over significant components of their work and they can use personal knowledge and skills to best accomplish tasks. 





Workplace Justice: This involves employees perceiving that they are being treated fairly from management and coworkers.





Reduced Status Distinctions: The company culture does not have a distinct hierarchy among employees at different levels of the company.





Social Environment: Employees prefer to have social relationships at work and satisfaction with interpersonal aspects of the work environment. 


Extrinsic Factors: This involves the basic physical comfort such as noise, temperature, office space, etc. and that employees have control over these. 





The bottom line, according to researcher Dr. Jean-Pierre Brun of Laval University, is that individual managers can make an enormous difference. The manager who listens well, gives credit where credit is due, encourages a range of diversity on the team, rewards team and individual efforts, develops and supports everyone’s confidence during challenging times, and shows interest in the welfare, learning and advancement of employees is far more likely to create a higher level of heath as well as productivity. 





This is also supported in a study by researchers Dr. Linda Duxbury, Carleton University, and Chris Higgins, University of Western Ontario, where they report that employees with supportive supervisors have higher job satisfaction, trust of managers, commitment to the organization, and less role overload, job stress, depression, poor health, work-life balance issues, fatigue, absenteeism, and intention to leave the organization.





Many leaders may support this data and see the value in the assertions but may lack the skills, time, or energy to change their own behavior. Sometimes, when changing behavior, the hardest part is knowing where to start. The Sand Creek Group is a resource for leaders who would like to take a look at their individual behavior management and team management skills and begin to look at areas of development.





*Adapted from: “Workplace health promotion: The importance of including health-producing management practices”. Vitatility: EFAP Newsletter. Winter 2007. Human Solutions.















































The Sand Paper is a quarterly newsletter produced by Sand Creek Group, Ltd.  











Sand Creek clients and customers are welcome to reprint this article. All others must first request permission by contacting:





Sand Creek Group, Ltd.


610 N Main Street #200


Stillwater, MN  55082





651-430-3383


888-243-5744





www.sandcreekeap.com


info@sandcreekeap.com











Sand Creek’s Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) are designed to address employees' personal and work-related problems with care and confidentiality. For more information on EAP services, please contact Sand Creek.
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