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Today, many health insurance companies, med-
ical and disability carriers, and payroll manage-
ment organizations, are “branching out” into the

behavioral healthcare field, offering “free” employee
assistance programs (EAPs) as part of their core plans.

This seems like a great deal to the average con-
sumer. The rationale is, “If you are already going to
offer a medical or disability plan, why not throw in a
‘free’ EAP?”

The problem is that behavioral healthcare is not the
main focus of a disability carrier or payroll manage-
ment corporation. As a result, the type of help avail-
able to employers is much more limited than what a
specialized and licensed EAP carrier provides. Some
of the most important components of a valuable EAP
are left out.

Face-to-Face Assessment, Referral, and 
Therapy Sessions

Many free EAPs only offer phone rather than face-
to-face sessions with a licensed clinician. The
Employee Assistance Professionals Association
(EAPA) believes that an EAP should establish “proce-
dures to determine when to provide short-term prob-
lem resolution services.”

Most often with phone assessment and referral ser-
vices, the employee does not have the option of short-
term problem resolution. The employee can only speak
with a clinician over the phone for a brief time, never
really being able to explore the issue fully, let alone
connect and establish therapeutic rapport.

Some carriers say they will provide face-to-face
sessions if needed, which means that it is up to the car-
rier to determine whether an employee will receive the
face-to-face sessions. However, a “free” EAP can do

Employee Assistance Report (EAR) recently had the
opportunity to discuss the pros and cons of so-
called “free” EAPs — compared to “full-service”

employee assistance programs — with Zachary Meyer,
senior vice president with the Life Works Commercial
division of Ceridian.

EAR: Could you briefly explain who offers “free”
EAPs, and, more importantly, how they are defined, why
are they offered, and who benefits? 

ZM: First, there is no such thing as a “free” EAP.
However, elements of EAPs can be embedded within
other employee benefits, namely disability, life, and other
healthcare offerings. These programs typically only con-
tain elements of a true EAP, most frequently offering a 1-
3 referral model for the direct beneficiary only (not the
entire household; and only a 1-3 model), but exclude
critical incident stress management (CISM), management
consultations, reporting, customized promotional materi-
als, and/or dedicated account management. (Hence, the
market would be better served if they were called some-
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more harm than good if the employee does not have
the opportunity to discuss the problem in the security
of a clinician’s office.

Statistical Reporting
When a company offers its employees a “free”

EAP, they may not be invested in the people who uti-
lize the plan since the firm is not actually paying for
the EAP. However, one of the most important quali-
ties of the EAP is the ability to detect any patterns or
trends within the workforce regarding drug and alco-
hol use, personal problems, legal or financial prob-
lems, and issues such as childcare and elder care.

In this way, companies can get a valuable “heads
up” on the issues their employees face and can then
be in a position to take action, which is one of the
most important qualities of a successful business.
Because many of the “free” EAPs do not give
employers utilization reports, company executives
are not able to understand their employees’ needs.

Crisis Intervention
In its “Standards and Guidelines for EAPs,”

EAPA says that it is essential for EAPs to offer
responsive crisis intervention services to employees,
eligible family members, etc. Because many people
need help coping with a traumatic event, it is the
EAP’s job to offer counseling to those affected.
Specialized EAP carriers have access to a network of
crisis intervention specialists and therapists.

However, when crisis intervention services are not
available — as is the case with most disability carri-
ers and payroll management organizations —
employees are left to struggle with traumatic events
on their own. When employees think that the EAP is
available for help, but find out that it does not cover
emergencies, there could be a liability for the
employer.

In most cases, employers with “free” EAPs find
themselves without access to on-site intervention
when it is needed most. Many times, the employer
must locate a behavioral healthcare company that
will offer crisis intervention on a fee-for-service
basis.

On-Site Presence
Because the EAP is not the disability carrier or

payroll management organization’s main focus, they
may put little time or attention into it. Most often,
on-site meetings with human resource representa-

thing else, such as “Member Assistance Referral
Program,” etc.) Since the product has a leaner benefit
design than a full EAP, this offering costs much less
than a stand-alone EAP, and is usually offered as part
of the price of the underlying benefit.

Numerous parties benefit from this type of product.
First, the member benefits as the referral to an EAP
provider is available when it is needed most. For exam-
ple, upon the death of a loved-one, the beneficiary of
the life insurance policy could receive a call of support,
and an offer to see an EAP provider at his/her conve-
nience. When people are under stress, they often don’t
think of the broad array of benefits that may be avail-
able to them, and it may give them access to a benefit
that they may not already have, when they most need it.

The second beneficiary of this type of arrangement
is the employer. This type of benefit is most often tar-
geted at small employers (e.g. 200 employees or less).
While almost every employer of this size will have a
disability offering, many may not be able to afford nor
manage another EAP vendor or product. It keeps things
administratively simple for a smaller employer by pro-
viding a slimmed-down offering at a more affordable
price.

EAR: Why is communication so crucial in explain-
ing EAP services?

ZM: I believe that the “free” EAP issue is, at its
core, a communication issue. The onus is on the
provider to thoroughly explain its EAP services,
regardless of whether it’s a large or small provider. The
issue revolves around two key elements:

• The EAP that offers comprehensive services
needs to convince the prospective client why the
potential customer can’t do without them; and

• Employers need to be sure they’re fully aware of
the benefits they’re getting — but it’s ultimately
up to the company to decide what types of EAP
services it wants — and a slimmed-down offering
may be sufficient for some companies.

EAR: You said that the company needs to ask —
and the provider needs to fully explain — the EAP ser-
vices that will be offered. But is it difficult for compa-
nies to read between the lines? Do you think some
companies sign up for an EAP they may not have want-
ed, and then found it difficult to change the services
they’re receiving?

Free Lunch...continued from Page 1 Communication...continued from Page 1
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tives, supervisors, and employees are not included as
part of the “free” plan. Therefore, unless a corpora-
tion has more than 5,000 employees, there is little to
no contact between the EAP vendor and the compa-
ny’s contacts.

However, EAPs identify supervisor involvement
and consultation as a top priority. EAPA goes on to
say that an EAP should “provide training for organi-
zation leadership to communicate EAP purpose and
procedures and to explain the EAP role.” This state-
ment clearly emphasizes the importance of key
employer personnel involvement.

Management Referrals
An EAP can be an indispensable tool to supervi-

sors. When supervisors observe poor work perfor-
mance, they should be able to refer the employee to
the EAP. The EAP presents a positive way for super-
visors to restore employee performance by providing
effective tools for resolving problems in the most
appropriate manner. 

The ability to refer employees to the EAP can also
serve as a safety net for companies. While a supervi-
sor can refer an employee who is performing poorly
on the job to the EAP — if the employee continues
to fail to meet expectations and is terminated, the
employer has the knowledge and documentation that
every effort was made to retain that employee,
including the referral to the EAP.

But most management referrals are not included
in a “free” EAP. Supervisors cannot refer troubled
employees to the EAP. They are only able to infor-
mally suggest to the employee that the EAP is avail-
able. It is up to the employee to seek help if he or
she is willing. But this doesn’t happen very often,
meaning that the employee becomes even less pro-
ductive. Moreover, even if the informally referred
employee does solicit the EAP, the supervisor never
gets any feedback.

Cost Savings
One of the goals of an EAP is to manage health

insurance costs by helping members solve their prob-
lems early, thus avoiding utilization of medical insur-
ance benefits. However, with a “free” EAP offered
through a medical carrier, the employee is referred to
a therapist within the carrier’s network. Since these
types of EAPs often involve assessment and referral
only, the employee is referred to the medical plan
and seen by the medical carrier’s therapist.

ZM: Yes, this may be true. In some cases, I believe
that benefit carriers have said that the employer can
have an “EAP” at “no additional charge.” But unless
the employer specifically asks about the benefits that
will be provided, they may not realize that they don’t
have the level of service that they would typically
expect to receive (e.g. CISD, management consulta-
tion). That being said, the employer that wants a full-
service EAP needs to ask for it. In this case, the carrier
will either sell them an “enhanced” version, or refer
them directly to an EAP partner.

EAR: So-called “free” EAPs typically do not pro-
vide statistical reporting capabilities. According to
some smaller EAP professionals, it is not time consum-
ing to run reports in today’s computerized day and age.
More importantly, they believe that such reports would
reveal low utilization. Do you think there’s any truth to
this? 

ZM: The reason that company-specific reporting is
not available is two-fold. First, given that the target
market for this type of service is very small, the pre-
sentation numbers would not permit statistically reli-
able/valid reporting, and would potentially raise
confidentiality concerns. Second, reporting IS an
expensive endeavor. Every generated report needs to be
validated for accuracy and confidentiality concerns,
and either terminated or modified accordingly. This
oversight and delivery expense would, in turn, increase
the price of the product, defeating its purpose.

Regarding the second issue, it may not be atypical
for products like these to have lower utilization rates.
Member communication materials are among the many
variables driving high utilization rates. Since these
types of programs don’t permit customized communi-
cation materials, members may be not fully aware of
the available benefit. Some EAP companies get around
this issue by doing outbound calls when appropriate. A
life insurance claim, or the start of an LTD claim, is an
example. We are there when we are most needed.
While I agree that the heart of the EAP value revolves
around high utilization rates, there are employers (par-
ticularly small employers) who may not have the
resources to fund a full EAP, yet still want to offer the
benefit to the “critical few.” Basically, EAP companies
can’t define our market; we need to be responsive to
the needs of the employer.

EAR: It’s also been mentioned how “free” EAPs
typically do not have critical intervention/incident

Free Lunch...continued from Page 2 Communication...continued from Page 2
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This means there is a co-payment that doesn’t uti-
lize all of the free EAP visits. This results in an
increased medical loss ratio and usually a higher pre-
mium. This is how the “free” EAP is funded. As a
result, utilization of the EAP does not result in any
cost savings.

Follow-Up
It is important for an EAP to continually monitor

and improve services. Most often, this is done
through confidential surveys from employees or
dependents that recently used EAP services.
However, since most “free” EAPs do not perform
follow-up surveys, they have no way of knowing the
perceived quality of the services, and they have no
way of monitoring trends. This allows these vendors
to maintain status quo without ever needing to
improve clinical practices.

Implementing an EAP should never be an after-
thought or a bonus to another plan. Stand-alone
EAPs and managed behavioral healthcare carriers
have the experience and knowledge to assist employ-
ees and families in an appropriate manner. Their
focus is on improving employee and employer rela-
tionships and well-being. The price of a specialized
EAP is minimal compared to the rewards that com-
panies reap.

As the saying goes, “There is no such thing as a
free lunch,” and there is no such thing as a “free”
EAP either. Offering employees “value-added bene-
fits” implies that the benefits that are being added
have value — but you get what you pay for.

Source: Ron Holman, PhD., president and founder of The
Holman Group, a nationwide stand-alone managed behavioral
healthcare company. The Holman Group has provided EAP ser-
vices for over 24 years.

response. Are these ever offered by the “free” EAP at a
higher fee-for-service rate?

ZM: Some EAP companies do not offer CISM on a
stand-alone basis, but some do. In our case, we do offer
CISM for those that need it. But generally, if there is
any type of reasonable demand for the service, it is
often more economical for the employer to simply buy
a full-EAP offering.

EAR: It was also mentioned in the accompanying
article how “free” EAPs typically don’t offer manage-
ment/supervisor consultations. Would it be reasonable
to assume that health fairs, trainings, and trauma
response services, are also typically not offered by the
“free” EAP? Are any of these ever offered at a higher
fee-for-service rate?

ZM: Yes, although these types of services are rarely
offered on a stand-alone basis. Again, if the employer
required these types of services, we would encourage
them to purchase a full-EAP offering.

Summary; Need to Communicate Reiterated
While in some cases so-called “free” EAPs are

“buyer beware” — type issues, the importance of accu-
rately and thoroughly explaining the EAP services to
be provided is crucial, Bern Beidel with the House of
Representatives Employee Assistance Office, told
Employee Assistance Report.

“It is a rather complicated issue because there cer-
tainly is no standard that prohibits the provision of
‘free’ EAPs,” states Beidel, co-chair of the EAPA
Standards Committee. “But I think there are some stan-
dards that come into play in terms of forthrightness,
clearly marketing what the service entails and any affil-
iation with other organizations.

“For instance, if the EAP to be provided is ‘free,’
but is actually a feed mechanism into other service
delivery systems where there may be insurance costs
involved, or other costs involved, that clearly should be
spelled out on the front end.”

EAP Must Prove its Value
It’s unlikely that a company will allow a “free” EAP

if it is made aware of the “full” EAP’s value, states one
official with a provider of behavioral health services.

However, as Meyer also points out, an EAP with
fewer services and benefits might be sufficient for
some companies — so long as everyone is on the same
page so the firm knows exactly what services it’s get-
ting — and what it’s NOT getting.

Free Lunch...continued from Page 3 Communication...continued from Page 3
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More than 19 million
Americans — or nearly
10% of the population —

suffer from depression. It is not a
passing mood. It is not a personal
weakness. It is a major, yet treatable,
ilness. No profession is immune,
and even a formerly outstanding
employee can be affected. Why
should businesses be concerned?
This is just a healthcare concern
isn’t it? Nothing could be further
from the truth.

• According to a 10-year study
published in the Journal of
Clinical Psychiatry, empoyers
annually incur $52 billion in
costs as a result of absenteeism
and reduced productivity of
depressed workers.
Furthermore, for every two
employees treated, an addition-
al three remain untreated.

• $26 billion spent on direct
treatment, with dramatic shifts
in the era of managed care
toward less costly methods of

treating depression. For exam-
ple, between 1990 and 2000,
there was a 19% reduction in
the annual cost per case.

• $5 billion in lost income due to
depression-related suicides.

Symptoms, including reduced
concentration, lack of motivation,
moodiness, fatigue, and vague aches
and pains, can contribute to absen-
teeism as well as performance
impairment while at work. People
wth depression report more than
three times the amount of lost pro-
ductivity. Still more business costs
result when an employee or col-
league has a family member suffer-
ing from depression as disruptions,
absenteeism, and decreased morale
may decrease productivity.

The good news is that, in more
than 80% of cases, treatment is
effective. It enables people with
depression to return to satisfactory,
functioning lives. Treatment
includes medication, short-term ther-

apy, or a combination of both.
EFFECTIVE treatment is critical
because patients who respond only
partially to treatment frequently
experience lingering symptoms,
putting them at a higher risk for
relapse.

However, while 80% of people
who have received treatment for
depression have found it effective,
not enough employees are seeking
help. Reasons include:

• 37% of respondents to a Harris
Interactive® poll, Therapy in
America 2004, said they didn’t
know if their health insurance
covered mental health.

• Some workers are afraid that
therapy would go on their
“record” or they’re fearful that
friends or family would find
out they’re seeking treatment.

• Some people don’t know
where to go. More than half
(52%) of Harris poll respon-
dents believe that it is at least
somewhat difficult to access
mental health treatment.

Consequently, the EAP can help
in numerous ways, including:

• Encouraging compassion and
understanding. Explain to
employees reluctant to seek
help that they can’t just “snap
out of it,” but neither is there
something “wrong” with him
or her. Rather, help and support
is needed from friends, family,
co-workers, and managers.

• Dispelling myths. Explain to
employees, supervisors, and
other managers that recovery
IS possible, that mentally-ill
employees are NOT second-
rate workers, and that people
with mental illnes CAN handle
job-related stress.

• Encouraging closer coordina-
tion between medical, pharma-
ceutical, and behavioral
organizations.

Additional sources: www.healthyplace.com,
Analysis Group, National Institutes of Mental
Health. Editor’s note: May is National Mental
Health Month.
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If you think business ethics is
crucial in today’s scandal-rid-
den era, just wait a few years.

The reasons for running ethical
businesses are only going to get
more compelling — as well as
more complex — over the coming
decade, suggests a new global sur-
vey commissioned by the
American Management
Association (AMA) and conduct-
ed by the Human Resource
Institute.

“Corporate ethics programs
should not only address what
leaders expect from their employ-
ees, but also what employees and
other stakeholders should expect
from the corporation and its lead-
ers,” states Edward Reilly, presi-
dent and CEO of the AMA.

One major challenge for lead-
ers will be to deal with even more
competitive market conditions
while not compromising corporate
values.

As for specific programs and
practices, a corporate code of con-
duct is viewed as the most impor-
tant. Such a code must reflect and
reinforce the values and principles
of an organization.

Of course, putting such pro-
grams in place is not enough —
organizations need to find ways to
measure their program’s effective-
ness. The AMA/HRI survey found
that the best ways of doing this
are through ethics surveys, cus-
tomer complaints, and ethics
audits.
Source: American Management Association.

Anew survey reveals that
many businesses are likely
to turn on the charm, and

open the purse strings, when good
employees threaten to leave for
another company.

An estimated 63% of executives
polled said they would likely extend
a counteroffer if a prized staff mem-
ber quits to accept a more lucrative
position.

While talented and creative pro-
fessionals have gained more lever-
age as more businesses strive to
retain their best people, employees
still need to carefully consider
whether to accept a counteroffer —
or move on. Tracey Fuller, execu-
tive director of The Creative Group,
recommends:

• Adapting to Change
• High Cost of Healthcare
• Loving a ‘New’ Company

UPCOMING EAR FEATURES...

This month’s
cover articles about
so-called “free,” or
non-full-service
EAPs, is a topic that
has understandably
concerned some readers. While it is
our intent to be as fair as possible
when covering controversial topics
like this one, objectivity can lie in
the eyes of the beholder. 

For instance, last year a reader
claimed we had a bias toward larger
providers since we had run some
information touting the products of
some large EAP providers. I informed
the reader that some people simply
make more of an effort to contact
Employee Assistance Report (EAR) to
get their news item into print. No
doubt you’ve heard the saying, “the
squeaky wheel gets the grease.”

However, I thought the reader
made a good point and so; in the
issue of fairness, we solicited, and
Pam Ruster provided, an excellent
article about smaller EAPs.

It is also in the issue of fairness
that this month’s cover topic is pre-
sented in a fashion that considers dif-
ferent views. Contact us with any
questions, comments, or concerns,
and we can address this issue again
in a future newsletter.

In any event, with the myriad of
work-life issues in today’s fast-paced,
stressful society, one would hope that
there’s enough EAP business to go
around regardless of the specific
model or services offered. That’s cer-
tainly a win-win for everyone.

Mike Jacquart, Editor
(715) 258-2448
mikej@impact-publications.com

Editor’s Notebook

• The rationale. Have you been
asked to stay because your
firm will be in a pinch if you
leave? Be sure the counteroffer
is being extended because of
the value you bring to the
team, not to prevent you from
leaving the company in a
lurch.

• The work. A new salary or
title won’t compensate for a
lack of interesting assign-
ments. If your career has hit an
impasse, get assurance that
you’ll be provided greater
challenge, not just better pay.

• The future outlook. Have
previous requests for promo-
tions or raises been denied?

Top Employees Often
Receive Counteroffers

Workplace Trends

Workplace Survey

Ethics Expected 
to Grow in Importance

continued on Page 7
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What is avian influenza?
Avian influenza, or “bird flu”, is
caused by viruses that normally
infect only birds and, less com-
monly, pigs. These viruses are
highly species-specific, but have,
on rare occasions, infected
humans.

What is special about the cur-
rent outbreaks? The current
cases, which began in Southeast
Asia in 2003, are the largest and
most severe on record. Never
before in the history of this disease
have so many countries been
simultaneously affected, resulting
in the loss of so many birds.

What are the implications for
human health? Unlike normal
seasonal influenza, in which infec-
tion causes only mild respiratory
symptoms in most people, this par-
ticular strain is aggressive, with
viral pneumonia and multi-organ
failure commonly occurring. More
than half of those infected with the
virus have died. Most cases have
occurred in previously healthy
children and young adults.

Does the virus spread easily
from birds to humans? No.
Although more than 100 human
cases have occurred, this is a small
number compared with the huge
number of birds affected and the
numerous associated opportunities
for human exposure. It is not
understood why some people
exposed to the disease become
infected while others do not.

Why are pandemics such
dreaded events? With internation-

al travel, influenza pandemics can
rapidly infect many countries.
Once such spread begins, pan-
demics are nearly impossible to
stop, since they are caused by a
virus that spreads by coughing or
sneezing. 

Checklist for an EA Professional
in the event of pandemic flu

• Identify a pandemic coordi-
nator or team with defined
roles and responsiblities for
preparedness and response
planning.

• Determine the potential
impact of a pandemic on
business-related domestic and
international travel (e.g. quar-
antines, border closures).

• To qualm rumors and miscon-
ceptions, find up-to-date, reli-
able pandemic information
from local public health,
emergency management, and
other sources.

• Develop hotlines, websites,
etc., to communicate what’s
going on to employees, cus-
tomers, and others.

• Collaborate with insurers,
health plans, and local health-
care facilities to share your
plans and to understand their
capabilities and plans.

Source: World Health Organization. For
more about avian flu, log on to
www.who.int/en. For additional informa-
tion about planning for a pandemic
influenza, go to www.pandemicflu.gov or
www.cdc.gov/business.

The best employers promote
from within and compensate
fairly on an ongoing basis, not
just when they are forced to do
so by circumstance. If you
have to give notice to earn a
salary adjustment, you may be
better off elsewhere.

Source: The Creative Group 
(www.creativegroup.com).

Counteroffers continued from Page 6
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Whether you’re among
taxpayers who barely
make the April 15

filing deadline, or
whether you’re
looking for tax
deductions for
the subsequent
year, the fol-
lowing are some
suggestions to keep
from falling victim to a
charity scam.

Donors should be wary of any
charity that is inexperienced in
carrying out relief efforts but is
suddenly soliciting for hurricane
assistance. Although well-inten-
tioned, such organizations may not
have the ability to quickly deliver
aid to those in need. 

Be wary of appeals that are long
on emotion, but short on describ-
ing what the charity will do to
address the needs of victims and
their families. Also, see if the
appeal explains what the charity
intends to do with any excess con-
tributions remaining after they
have fully funded the disaster
relief activities mentioned in solic-
itations. 

As with other disaster relief situa-
tions, most relief charities prefer
financial contributions rather than
donated goods. This enables them
to purchase needed items near the
disaster relief site(s) for easier dis-
tribution. The collection and deliv-
ery of inappropriate donated items
can also clog transportation chan-
nels and delay more vital items in
getting through to disaster victims. 

Donors may visit the charity
reports section at
www.give.org/reports/index.asp to

access reports on many of
the relief organiza-

tions providing
assistance. If you
do not see a report
on the charity of

your interest,
encourage them to

enroll with the BBB Wise
Giving Alliance at www.give.org
so the Alliance can prepare an
evaluation of charity accountability
at www.give.org/standards/index.asp.
If you contribute, do not give cash.
Make a check or money order out
to the name of the charitable orga-
nization, not to an individual col-
lecting the donation. 

If you decide to contribute online,
find out more about the charity
before making a contribution and
beware of red flags. For example,
some charities imitate a well-
known organization in order to
confuse people. Be wary of any
spam or email message asking you
to make a contribution. In what is
known as a “phishing” scam, such
messages may link to a “false”
website that looks just like the
website of an established relief
charity. This could be a ruse to get

you to share your credit card or
other personal information. 

Watch out for excessive pressure
for on-the-spot donations. Be wary
of any request to send a “runner”
to pick up your contribution. 

Do not give your credit card num-
ber or other personal information
to a telephone solicitor or in
response to an email solicitation.
Ask the caller or sender to provide
you with written information on
the charity’s programs and
finances. 

Ask for the charity’s latest annual
report and financial statements.
Even newly formed organizations
should have some basic informa-
tion available. 

Be wary of charities that are
reluctant to answer reasonable
questions about their operations,
finances, and programs. Ask how
much of your gift will be used for
the activity mentioned in the
appeal and how much will go
toward other programs, and
administrative and fundraising
costs. 

The donation should be made to a
charitable organization that is tax
exempt under section 501(c)(3) of
the Internal Revenue Code. Go to
IRS Publication 78 on
(www.irs.gov) for a current list of
all organizations eligible to receive
contributions deductible as charita-
ble gifts.

Source: Give.org (www.give.org/news/dis-
aster_tips.asp)

Avoid Charity Scams: 
Tips on Disaster Relief Appeals

“Ask how much of your
gift will be used for the
activity mentioned in the
appeal and how much
will go toward other
programs...”


