Taki ng the heat out of workpl ace burn-out

Publ i shed: Australian Financial Revi ew
Publ i cati on date: 27-June-2007
By: Samant ha Keen

Wth stress-related clains continuing to rise, health funds
are | ooking at ways to hel p peopl e becone nore active,
wites Samant ha Keen.

Wor kpl ace stress costs conpani es, the governnment and health
funds, a | ot of noney.

Stressed enpl oyees are calling in sick nore often, their
productivity is dropping when they are in the workplace and
they are contributing to high rates of job turnover.

The National Health and Safety Comm ssion (NHSC) in
Australia, estimates that the total cost of workers
conpensation clains for stress-related conditions is nore
than $200 million every year. The NHSC says work-rel at ed
stress accounts for the |ongest stretches of absenteeism
Research conmi ssioned by Australian health fund Medi bank
Private in 2005 found that absenteeismis costing the
Austral i an econony $7 billion each year.

On top of that, research released in May 2007 by Medi bank
estimtes the econom c cost of presenteeism- where

enpl oyers are at work without fully contributing because of
an illness or an injury - as being $25.7 billion in the
financial year 2005-06.

Funds are concerned because the synptons of job stress can
add up to far nore serious conditions over the |onger term
whi ch, potentially, can becone very costly, says Roger
McBride, marketing director at Mel bourne-based health

i nsurance advi ser, i Select.

McBri de says every year the anpunt health funds pay out in
clainms is increasing by 1 per cent.

"Health funds are putting together a |ot of comunication
tools to pronote healthy and active lifestyles,” he says.
"One big focus is encouraging people to be proactive to
prevent high blood pressure as it is one of the |eading
causes of kidney failure. Renal failure that requires
dialysis or a kidney transplant costs the funds a | ot of
noney each year."



Pet er Sasson, president of the Private Health I nsurance

I nternedi ari es Associ ation and executive consul tant for

heal th at corporate health benefits broker Jardine LIoyd
Thonpson, agrees that work stress and corporate burn-out is
an issue that health funds take seriously.

However, he adds that it is not easy to work out how much
funds pay out in clains for this condition.

Sasson says health funds do not currently have a defined
category for workplace stress, or burn-out syndrone as it is
often termed in Europe and the US, so the nunber of clains
for this condition are not recorded.

In addition, Sasson says that many clains for illnesses like
depression, stress, heart conditions and even di abetes or
cancer, can be related to |long-term workpl ace stress, but
they can al so be influenced by other factors.

A |l andmark 20-year study by the University of London

concl uded that reactions to stress that were not nanaged
were a nore dangerous risk factor for cancer and heart

di sease than either cigarette snoking or high chol esterol

f oods.

Entitled: Neutralising Wrkplace Stress: The Physi ol ogy of
Human Performance and Organi sational Effectiveness the study
was presented at a conference on psychol ogical disabilities
in the workplace at The Centre for Professional Learning in
Toronto in 1996.

Many of the health insurers are targeting corporate clients
wi t h canpai gns focusing on workpl ace stress, absenteei sm and
present eei sm

For instance, Medi bank Private has put together a tailor-
made health cover for the corporate market which includes
productivity tools which neasure the health of enpl oyees.
The corporate product is called Medi bank Priority and

provi des enpl oyees with online access to neasure their
health in the areas of nutrition, exercise, stress and

sl eep.

Enpl oyers can then | ook at the overall health of the people
in the workplace or of a departnent within the business,

al t hough they cannot tap into individual reports w thout

di rect perm ssion of the enpl oyee.

The inportant question is then: what can peopl e do about

wor kpl ace stress?

The answer is somewhat m xed, since there are a nunber of
different streanms of thought on the best way to approach the
probl em

Sol utions vary between adjusting the workplace culture in
favour of better health and adjusting individual habits to

I nprove lifestyle.



Wi chever way you |l ook at it, experts agree that prevention
is always better than cure. The good news is that several of
the solutions are surprisingly sinple. One of the easiest is

to get enough sl eep.
A survey conm ssioned by British-based Legal & General found
that 42 per cent of the 5000 people in the survey, say that
| ack of sleep is their biggest health concern, followed by
34 per cent worrying about |owlevel, general fatigue.
The sane report, entitled Quality of Wirking Life and
carried out by Chartered Managenment Institute, shows that
nmore than half of those surveyed experience feelings of
constant tiredness at work and even nore people suffer from
insomia. Mre than a quarter surveyed say they are stressed
and anot her quarter admt to depression.

Anot her source of stress is an unrealistic, unbal anced work
day, so work realistic hours and take a real break when the
day is finished.

Reports say that burn-out is partly attributed to | onger
wor k hours, as technol ogy takes the job hone with us.
Nonet hel ess, there is a need to nmanage jobs so as to get
enough time off work.

In particular, email keeps workers at their desks |onger and
gl obal i sati on has nmeant many workers, particularly in
finance, the nedia and | aw, work across tinme zones.
Exhaustion and stress is a real product of the way nodern
work is structured.

Its also inportant to find a way to exercise, neditate, or
undertake sone other formof relaxation to aid proper
recuperati on.

Sasson points out that many people deal wth workplace
stress through indulging in even nore unhealthy rel axation
practices.

"We've all seen that [workplace stress] translates into
excessi ve use of al cohol,"” he says.

It is better to address problens of workplace burn-out

bef ore they becone a real issue, say psychol ogists at the
Austral i an Psychol ogi cal Society.



Statistics

® In Australia, the total cost of workers' conpensation
clainms for stress-related conditions is estimted at
nore than $200 mllion a year. According to the Nationa
Health and Safety Conmm ssion, work-rel ated stress
accounts for the |ongest stretches of absenteei sm

® The average cost of an Australian psychol ogical injury
claimhas escalated in recent years to $27, 798 conpared
with a physical injury claimof $18,913. The average
time off work has increased to as long as 21 weeks
conpared with eight weeks for a physical injury claim
(Wbr kCover NSW Statistical Bulletin 2003/04).

® A 1992 United Nations report |abels job stress "The
20th Century Di sease".

® The Wrld Health Organisation says job stress has
becone a "worl dw de epidem c".

® Inthe US, health care expenditures are al nost 50 per
cent higher for workers who report high |levels of
stress, according to the US Journal of GCccupational and
Envi ronnent al Medi ci ne.

® According to a US survey of 800,000 workers in nore

t han 300 conpani es, the nunber of enployees calling in
si ck because of stress tripled from 1996 to 2000, the
Eur opean Agency for Safety and Health at Wrk says. An
estimated 1 mllion US workers are absent every day due
to stress, it says.




