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Is that an Elephant in the Room?
Assessing Workplace Culture

By Jennifer Sumiec, CEAP

Have you ever been in a 
workplace where certain 
behaviors are tolerated 

because “that’s just the way 
things are done around here?” 
EA professionals often recognize 
when an organization’s dysfunc-
tional “way we do things” con-
tributes to an individual’s 
presenting issue.

Assessing workplace culture 
may empower you to have a 
greater impact on larger systemic 
issues. This is an important step 
in delivering a value-packed EAP 
targeted at an organization’s 
unique characteristics. 

Identifying the behavioral 
strengths and challenges of 
employees and leaders can help 
to target core issues that impede 
organizational success. 

What is Culture?
Culture, the foundation of any 

workplace, is made up of individ-
ual behaviors. Culture evolves 
over time as people in an organiza-
tion change. Culture sets expecta-
tions for which behaviors are 
reinforced or extinguished. 
Employee attitudes and beliefs are 
shaped by experiences. For culture 
to change, new, more powerful 
experiences need to occur to shift 
the attitudes and beliefs and drive 
new behaviors. 

Systems Impact Individuals
Many workplace programs 

and benefits, including EAPs, 
are sometimes too focused on 
the individual and fail to con-
sider the broader cultural con-
text within which those 

individuals exist. 
Focusing on indi-
vidual issues like 
health behaviors 
and individual 
performance 
without consider-
ing the larger cul-
tural forces that 
drive problem 
behaviors limits 
an organization’s 
ability to achieve 
desired outcomes. 

Behavior is Central to Culture
Imagine you are called to a con-

sultation with a team of leaders. A 
new manager has expressed con-
cern about the level of toxicity in 
her workplace. She has observed a 
high degree of discontent among 
employees and contractors. As 
soon as someone leaves the room, 
the group starts talking negatively 
about that person. Throughout the 
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Why Employers have a  
Huge Stake in Mental Health

Mental health conditions 
affect millions of 
Americans, with more than 

25% of people in any given year expe-
riencing some kind of anxiety, depres-
sion or other condition, according to 
Mental Health America (MHA).

The ensuing fatigue, loss of 
energy, persistent sadness and 
other problems not only impact 
personal lives, but also carry over 
into professional lives with a loss 
of concentration, absenteeism and 
short-term disability.

Mental health conditions strike 
many Americans in their productive 
working years, and the results are 
so severe that World Health 
Organization research shows men-
tal health conditions cause greater 
disability than cancer, cardiovascu-
lar disease, arthritis and diabetes.

A Burgeoning Crisis
In fact, mental illness, along with 

substance abuse, ultimately costs U.S. 
employers an estimated $80 billion 
to $100 billion in indirect costs each 
year, according to the Partnership for 
Workplace Mental Health.

Experts say employers need to 
understand that they also have a 
stake in addressing this burgeoning 
mental health crisis. Consider:

v Happier people are more suc-
cessful at work. They are more will-
ing to help out co-workers and 
customers, describe their jobs in a 
more positive light and perform bet-
ter on objective, work-related tasks.

v They also tackle a wider 
range of job tasks, defend their 
organizations and cope better with 
organizational change.

“When people are in better men-
tal and emotional states, they’re 
going to produce more and do a 
better job,” said Craig Modell, a 
psychologist and the owner and 
director of the four Stress 
Management & Mental Health 
Clinics in the Milwaukee area.

Unfortunately, all too often, 
depressed employees do not seek 
treatment because they fear the 
effect it will have on their jobs, 
according to the MHA. Plus, they 
are concerned about confidentiality.

Left untreated, depression is as 
costly as heart disease or AIDS to 
the U.S. economy, costing more 
than $51 billion in work absentee-
ism and lost productivity and $26 
billion in direct treatment costs, 
the MHA says.

One Suggestion
It is a personal decision 

whether or not an 
employee wants to dis-
close his or her mental 
health condition to an 
employer, but it is impor-
tant for employees to have 
a conversation with their 
supervisor, HR or EAP 
about what the employer 
can do to help them be 
more productive.

For instance, instead of 
an employee saying, “I have 
depression,” he or she can 
say, “I’m having concentra-
tion issues. This is what you 
can do to help me.” One 
solution for the employee 
might be closing the office 
door for a few hours to help 
him or her focus on work.

While mental illnesses are 
more common than many people 
realize, recovery is very common, 
as 65 to 80% of individuals with 
mental disorders improve with 
appropriate diagnosis, treatment 
and ongoing monitoring.

Summary
The key, of which EA profes-

sionals play an important role, 
lies in increasing awareness and 
overcoming stigma. It doesn’t just 
help individual employees, 
improving mental health boosts 
bottom lines, too. 

Additional source: “Biz Times.” The  
complete article can be found at: http://
www.biztimes.com/article/20150323/
MAGAZINE03/150329989/0/Law

18 years 

of service!

Posters, like this one available for purchase at www.
impact-publications.com, can help raise awareness  
of mental health in the workplace.



June 2015 Visit EA Report’s website at www.impact-publications.com  EA Report   72   EA Report Visit EA Report’s website at www.impact-publications.com  June 2015

years a culture of negativity and 
criticism has developed and com-
plaining is the norm.

During your consultation, you 
discover the last two generations 
of leaders not only tolerated this 
behavior but practiced it, even 
serving as role models. The rules 
of engagement were clear — in 
order to fit in, you complain, gos-
sip, and backstab.

Or, you might find the opposite 
— a workplace where people are 
exceedingly friendly and helpful. 
In these workplaces, you consis-
tently observe leaders and employ-
ees at all levels drop everything to 
escort a lost visitor to their desti-
nation or listen to someone who is 
having a difficult day.

These individuals make solid 
eye contact, use open body lan-
guage, and demonstrate active lis-
tening and empathy. They are 
authentic and value their ability to 
help others. They have high levels 
of morale and productivity, mini-
mal politics and confusion, and 
their employees love coming to 
work and what they do. 

In each of these workplaces, the 
behavior sets the mood. When 
using a cultural perspective to 
assess an organization, ask ques-
tions like: “What is it about our 
work culture that makes this 
employee think he can behave this 
way?” and “What role have I and 
others played in supporting and 
reinforcing these behaviors?”

Micro-Cultures are Key
It is often said that people don’t 

quit their companies, they quit 
their bosses. Generous perks and 
benefits may help attract talent and 
corporate initiatives certainly 
sound good on paper. However, 
these approaches typically do little 
to create or transform culture.

The real work of culture occurs 
at a smaller level. Micro-cultures 

form across organizations based on 
norms established by individuals 
and leaders within a department or 
team. While some aspects of cul-
ture may be found throughout an 
organization, often there are pock-
ets of discontent or high engage-
ment and productivity. 

It is important to assess which 
managers are driving positive 
micro-cultures, and how they are 
doing this. Managers who concen-
trate on alignment, positivity, and 
progress develop happier work-
place cultures. They:

• Ensure that the job and the 
individual are in alignment;

• Help employees find meaning 
in the organization’s values;

• Show workers how the  
company fits into the bigger 
picture; and

• Cultivate trust and flexibility 
into policies. 

They exude positivity by broad-
casting personal and team suc-
cesses, offer fast and positive 
feedback, maintain open multi-
directional communication lines, 
offer resources and emotional sup-
port, and demonstrate gratitude. 
They build progress by setting 
clear, measurable and achievable 
goals, offer training to master 
skills, and respect individualism.

What Tools can you Use to 
Assess Workplace Culture? 

v Listen and observe. The most 
powerful tool an EA professional 
has for assessing workplace culture 
is your ability to listen and observe. 
What beliefs and attitudes do 
employees and leaders convey and 
how do their behaviors align? Do 
their behaviors support their values? 
Ask powerful questions such as:

• “What’s possible here?”
• “What would it take to create 

change?” and

• “What opportunities do you 
see?”

 Reflecting on what you hear 
and observe is a powerful inter-
vention. This information helps 
stakeholders achieve the crucial 
first step of gaining insight. 

v Emotional intelligence assess-
ment and coaching. It has been  
estimated that 60% of a leader’s 
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In the News

EAPA Helping Develop 
Health Survey

The U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention 
(CDC) in Atlanta are fund-

ing and developing a new work-
site health promotion survey to 
describe the current state of U.S. 
workplace health promotion pro-
grams, evaluate national work-
place health priorities and provide 
free and accessible benchmarking 
data for employers.

Earlier this year, Jan Price, 
EAPA’s Manager of Professional 
Learning Resources, represented 
EAPA during an initial meeting to 
set the priorities for the survey 
data and discuss messages and 
techniques to increase employer 

participation rates. Attendees also 
discussed the vital role of employee 
assistance programs in developing 
and delivering workplace health 
promotion efforts. EAPA will con-
tinue to participate actively in 
future meetings as development of 
the survey continues. 

EAPA Launches  
New Website

The Employee Assistance 
Professionals Association 
(EAPA) is pleased to 

announce the launch of its newly 
redesigned and upgraded website 
(www.eapassn.org). 

Fully integrated with EAPA’s 
powerful new data management sys-
tem, the new website will provide 
significantly expanded capabilities, 
including real-time transactions with 
EAPA’s membership, CEAP®, edu-
cation and other databases. Visitors 
to the website will notice immedi-
ately the streamlined menus, simpler 
navigation and more intuitive access 
to information.

The new home page allows visitors 
— at a glance — to see upcoming 
events, recent EA news, and quick 
links to get them to the information 
they need with one easy click. 

Something We Should 
Know About?

Send your announcements, press releases and 
news tips to Employee Assistance Report,  

(715) 445-4386 or email  
mike.jacquart@impacttrainingcenter.net.

EMPLOYEE 
ASSISTANCE REPORT

Resources
 Service After the Sale, $99 

PDF download, PBP Executive 
Reports, (800) 220-5000, www.
pbpexecutivereports.com. Existing 
customers are 45% more likely to 
buy from you than new customers. 
It’s what happens after the sale that 
keeps them coming back. This 
report shows how to do just that.

 EAP Critical Incident 
Response, $49.95, by Robert 
Intveld, www.eap-rda.com. Based 
on recent research in resilience, 
this soon-to-be landmark book 
presents the necessary compo-
nents to deliver successful EAP 
Critical Incident Response.

In the News
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effectiveness is based on her or his 
degree of emotional intelligence. 
The leader’s technical and business 
skills are not as important. What 
opportunities are available for lead-
ers, especially front-line supervisors 
and mid-level managers to gain 
emotional intelligence? The skills 
involved with identifying and regu-
lating one’s own emotions help a 
leader succeed in many aspects of 
the job. 

• Help leaders identify their 
“hot buttons.”

• Teach them strategies to con-
trol emotional reactions and 
use rational thinking to avoid 
getting emotionally 
“hijacked.”

• Teach them to demonstrate 
behavioral flexibility when 
working with the emotional 
reactions and “hot buttons” 
of others. 

v Interviews and focus groups. 
When a workgroup struggles and 
stakeholders are having difficulty 
pinpointing the core problems, 
offer to conduct individual inter-
views with all or some members 
of the group.

• Interview individuals who are 
reliable reporters, who can see 
all sides of an issue, and are 
willing to give candid feedback.

• Another option is to facilitate 
focus groups to elicit strate-
gies for moving the group 
toward their goals. 

• Keep the group focused on iden-
tifying the desired behaviors and 
experiences rather than negative 
attitudes and perceptions. 

v Management consultation. 
Be strategic in your consultation 
with organizational leaders. Gain 
an understanding of who has influ-
ence within the organizational hier-
archy and how you can leverage 
both formal and informal leaders to 

Editor’s Notebook

Such negativity is toxic. Even 
people who initially had a good 
attitude (like myself) eventually 
grew weary of the bad environ-
ment and left for greener pastures. 

I was pleased to find in my 
next job that the employees there 
were valued and treated with 
respect. The result was a positive 
culture in which workers went 
about their duties cheerfully, 
rather than doing the bare mini-
mum to keep their jobs.

I encourage readers to pay 
close attention to how employees 
of your clients go about their 
work. Do they seem happy? Or do 
they grumble and seem to “go 
through the motions”? It makes a 
big difference.

Mike Jacquart, Editor
(715) 258-2448

mike.jacquart@impacttrainingcenter.net

I was thrilled 
when Jennifer 
Sumiec agreed to 
write an article for 
Employee 

Assistance Report based on her 
2014 World EAP presentation in 
Orlando, “Is That an Elephant in 
the Room? Assessing Workplace 
Culture”. (Her session had a top 
25% ranking; indicating it was 
well-received by participants.)

Like Jennifer, I had long felt 
this was a neglected EAP topic. 
Don’t misunderstand; it’s wonder-
ful how good EA professionals are 
at addressing individual problems 
in the workplace. But it’s been my 
experience that dysfunctional 
work environments also play a big 
role in workplace issues.

I believe that work cultures are 
the result of how employees are 
treated. At a previous employer 
of mine, so-called “associates” 
did not hide that they weren’t 
happy with how management fre-
quently ignored their concerns. 

role model the behaviors desired in 
the organization. 

v Review assessment data. Ask 
to review prior assessment data that 
organizations have collected from 
cultural, engagement or health 
assessments. Data can be useful in 
designing EAP interventions and 
custom programs. When possible, 
gear organizations toward using 
tools that are scientifically vali-
dated, behaviorally-focused, and 
produce data that drives action.

Summary
In addition to addressing individ-

ual concerns, EA professionals are 
uniquely positioned to help organi-
zations explore systemic issues. 

Courageously explore the work-
place culture of your corporate cli-
ents. Look at the system, point out 
the elephants, and find your place 
of influence in transforming work-
places into thriving, positive places 
with highly engaged and deeply 
satisfied workers. 

Jennifer Sumiec, MA, CEAP, is a Senior 
Account Executive and Manager of Culture 
1st Services at the Waukesha, WI-based 
Empathia, Inc. Jen has more than 15 years’ 
experience providing counseling, consulta-
tion, critical incident support, training, and 
account management to organizations that 
want to achieve and sustain a healthy and 
productive workplace. She has presented at 
national and international conferences and 
has received awards for her involvement in a 
joint management-labor-EAP and a journal 
publication in personality assessment.

Elephant... cont’d from Page 2

Workplace Survey

Nearly half of all Jobs ‘Very Stressful’

Stress at work is a major 
issue for many Americans. 
According to a study from 

the National Institute on 
Occupational Safety and Health, 
40% of workers surveyed reported 
that their jobs were very or 
extremely stressful, while 25% 
viewed their jobs as the number-
one stressor in their lives.

Most business leaders recog-
nize that stress can have a range 
of negative impacts on their 
individual employees. But some 
fail to realize that if left 
unchecked, stress can have a 
trickle-down effect that can taint 
the entire workplace.

One study on workplace conflict 
found that employees surveyed 
spent 2.8 hours per week dealing 
with conflict. This amounts to 
approximately $359 billion in paid 

hours (based on average hourly 
earnings of $17.95).

Today, more corporate leaders 
are taking note, and are putting 
procedures and benefits in place 
to help their employees – and 
their business – better manage 
the negative impacts of stress. 
Ask your corporate clients to 
consider deploying one or all of 
these strategies:

v Provide healthy snacks and 
opportunities to move around 
throughout the day. Long-term 
stress can increase appetite and sow 
the urge to binge on high-sugar or 
high-fat comfort and convenience 
foods. This kind of emotional eat-
ing is often the body’s way of cop-
ing with tension. Encourage 
walking breaks and/or offer incen-
tivized fitness competitions.

v Outsource stress manage-
ment services. Consider hiring a 
massage therapist once a month, 
for example, to provide your staff 
with complimentary on-site head, 
neck and hand massages. Another 
option is to bring in a certified 
instructor to offer lunchtime yoga 
or tai chi classes.

v Offer high-tech tools. For 
employers who are serious about 
reducing stress, there are high-
tech tools to help. For example, 
the Inner Balance trainer pro-
vides a three-step technique, and 
real-time feedback to help 
employees synchronize their 
breath and heart rhythms, and 
retrain their mind-body response 
to stress. 

Source: “Entrepreneur.”

Supporting Our Veterans

Military Suicides Up Slightly

Suicides among members of 
the active-duty military per-
sonnel rose slightly in 2014, 

led by increases in the number of 
sailors and airmen who took their 
own lives, Defense Department 
figures show.

According to preliminary Pentagon 
data, there were 288 confirmed and 
suspected suicides by active-duty per-
sonnel in 2014, compared with 286 in 
2013. Both totals, however, represent 
a sharp drop from the 2012 number of 
352. The data was obtained by The 
Associated Press.

Moreover, there were fewer 
suicides by Army soldiers and 
Marines, the two services that 
have seen the most combat in 
Iraq and Afghanistan over the 
last decade.

A year ago, officials were a bit 
heartened to see the number of 
suicides in 2013 drop by more 
than 15% from 2012, but they 
have consistently warned that 
this is a very difficult problem to 
address. All of the services have 
beefed up programs to identify 
and reach out to troops who are 

having problems, encouraging 
service members to come for-
ward if they need help and urg-
ing others to recognize and react 
to any signs of trouble in their 
unit colleagues.

Analysis by Pentagon officials 
has shown that more often suicides 
involve young, white men, usually 
married, using a non-military-
issued gun. Many times the vic-
tims had reported family or 
relationship stress. 

Additional source: Medical Xpress.
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Legal Lines

Anxiety in the 
Workplace & the ADA

According to the National 
Alliance on Mental 
Illness, approximately 1 

in 4 adults suffer from a mental 
health disorder. These disorders 
include depression, bipolar disor-
der, panic, post-traumatic stress 
and generalized anxiety disorders.

Given these statistics, it is 
important for employers to under-
stand their obligations under the 
Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) and similar state and local 
laws, and to consult with counsel 
when questions arise.

This issue was brought to light 
recently when the U.S. Court of 
Appeals for the Fourth Circuit 
reversed a lower court’s dismissal 
of a lawsuit in which the plaintiff, 
who alleged that she suffered from 
“social anxiety disorder,” claimed 
that her former employer violated 
the ADA by:

v Discriminating against her on 
the basis of her disability;

v Failing to provide her with a 
reasonable accommodation; and

v Retaliating against her for 
seeking to exercise her rights 
under the ADA.

The plaintiff, a deputy court 
clerk, alleged that her disability left 
her unable to engage in social inter-
actions with the public at the court-
house’s front counter. In particular, 
she asserted that “working at the 
front counter caused her extreme 
stress and panic attacks.” The plain-
tiff alleged that she was terminated 
roughly three weeks after requesting 
reduced interaction with the public.

According to the Court, social 
disability disorder may constitute a 
disability under the ADA. It 
reversed the lower court’s judgment 
and remanded the case for trial. 

Source: National Law Review. The entire 
article can be found at: http://www.natlaw-
review.com/article/workplace-anxiety-and-
americans-disabilities-act.

Clinical Perspective

Cash as Reward for Drug Addicts?

Drug addicts often have trou-
ble holding down a job. Yet 
many experts believe that 

having a steady income is key to 
helping addicts quit.

To that end, psychiatrist Kenneth 
Silverman of the Johns Hopkins 
University School of Medicine and 
his colleagues created “therapeutic 
workplaces.” The technique features 
frequent drug tests, unlimited second 
chances and cash bonuses to addicts 
who keep clean. Research has sug-
gested that Silverman has indeed 
honed in on a winning strategy.

In a therapeutic workplace, full-
time employees agree to be tested 
at least three times a week to see if 
they are clean or becoming 
cleaner, reports the Scientific 

American. If not, they are sent 
home — but they can return the 
next day to try again. If clean, they 
can work full-time for an hourly 
wage until the next drug test.

Paychecks come frequently, and 
cash bonuses are a constant possibility 
if workers meet drug- or job-related 
goals, such as staying clean for a cer-
tain period or performing a certain 
task more proficiently. Researchers 
were concerned that giving addicts 
cash would tempt them to buy drugs, 
but results showed the opposite — 
workers who got cash bonuses stayed 
clean longer than those who simply 
drew their hourly wage.

A 2012 review of therapeutic 
workplaces concluded that this 
method is highly effective to 

ensure long-term abstinence, per-
haps because it acknowledges the 
nuanced reality of addiction recov-
ery — relapses are to be expected, 
but if sobriety continues to offer 
immediate rewards, addicts will 
move toward abstinence. 
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Clinical Perspective

New App Could Aid Mental Health

New research may lead to a 
smartphone app that ana-
lyzes your speech to mon-

itor your mental health.
It’s based on research from the 

University of Maryland, which shows 
that certain vocal features change as 
feelings of depression worsen.

According to PsychCentral, 
researchers envision the day when 
those who are feeling depressed 
can open the app on their smart-
phone and simply talk about their 
day. That information is sent to 
your therapist, who can use the 
recording to monitor your depres-
sive symptoms.

The research is part of an inter-
disciplinary initiative at the uni-
versity to devise patient-focused 
mental health monitoring systems. 
Rather than relying solely on self-
reports, the systems could moni-
tor physical and psychological 
symptoms of mental illness on a 
regular basis and provide both 
patients and their mental health 

providers with feedback about 
their status.

The researchers plan to repeat 
the study in a larger population, this 
time comparing speech patterns in 
individuals with no history of men-
tal illness to those with depression 
to create an acoustic profile of 
depression-typical speech.

A phone app could use this 
information to analyze patients’ 
speech, identify acoustic signa-
tures of depression and provide 
feedback and support, the 
researchers noted. They hope the 
interactive technology will appeal 
to teens and young adults, a partic-
ularly vulnerable group for mental 
health problems. 

Clinical Perspective

You CAN be  
too Cheery  
on the Job

Every workplace has one: That 
super-cheerful, bubbly co-worker 
who — if we’re going to be really 
honest here — probably drives 
you up the wall a little bit.

Researchers surveyed hun-
dreds of workers about how 
happy they were as well as how 
often they perceived themselves 
practicing “proactive behaviors” 
like speaking up about issues 
and problem-solving.

“Positive affect can reach a 
level such that employees perceive 
that they are doing well and it is 
not necessary for them to take ini-
tiatives, thereby reducing their 
proactive behaviors,” lead author 
Chak Fu Lam of Suffolk 
University writes.

In other words, if you already 
think everything is terrific, you 
won’t be motivated to make 
improvements, which is some-
thing every workplace — no mat-
ter how good an environment or 
how successful a company — 
still needs.

Instead of focusing on at-work 
happiness, it’s more useful to set 
a goal of thriving at work, 
according to Gretchen Spreitzer, 
professor of management and 
organizations at the University of 
Michigan and another one of the 
study’s authors.

“When one is thriving they 
have the joint experience of feel-
ing energized and alive at work at 
the same time that they are grow-
ing, getting better at their work, 
and learning,” she says. 

Additional source: “Time” magazine.


