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EAPs & “Integral Organizational Wellness”
An interview with Joel Bennett

As a research scientist (formerly at the Institute of Behavioral Research Texas Christian University), Joel Bennett, Ph.D., has become a recognized expert in the field of integrating wellness and EAP to improve overall health in the workplace.

Q: Utilization is always a hot topic. Do you feel EAPs are being well-utilized by employees?

A: Of course, there are many very effective, well-utilized EAPs out there. But, just as often, I find that EAPs are being underutilized. And it’s not because employers and HR personnel fail to remind employees of the service. It’s often the case that the work environment does not support behavioral health. There’s a stigmatization of behavioral health services and a general distrust of the EAP within particular work groups. These biases are subtly (and sometimes not so subtly) transmitted to the people in that group.

Q: You use the term “Integral Organizational Wellness” in your work. What do you mean by that, and how does it apply to EAP utilization?

A: Traditionally, a lot of energy goes into treating individual employees, while neglecting the health of the organization as a whole. We do a good job of treating an individual, and then we send him or her right back to a “sick workplace”… a place with low morale, negative supervision, or poor safety, for example. Instead of treating just the trees, Integral Organizational Wellness looks at treating the entire forest. As it applies to utilization, it’s important that EAPs empower their contacts to self-assess the level of organizational health across a company. That includes identifying work groups or departments that might be risk areas. They need to look at the work climate, such as alcohol use and harassment issues, as well as the stigmatization/distrust issues that we already discussed. Using this knowledge, EAPs can then better customize or target interventions that have the highest likelihood of succeeding and reaching the high-risk groups. And, finally, there is a growing body of literature that points to the importance of religion and spirituality in health and well-being. The accelerated work pace, increased stress, and societal fragmentation is impacting meaning at work. I’ve been recommending a book entitled A Spiritual Audit of Corporate America (Mitroff and Denton) that documents the relationship between a spiritual level of meaning and fulfillment at work and business success.

Q: In the corporate world of bottom-line results, what do you say to a company questioning the value of an EAP?

A: I tell them that, bottom line, the research shows that health promotion does work in terms of the financial return on investment. The thing to remember is that the benefits are downstream. The results of things like stress management training, substance abuse prevention, and smoking cessation take six months to three years to see, but you will seethe results.
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