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There are days when my alarm goes 
off – far too early in the morning 

– and the first thing that pops into my 
head is the long to-do list that needs 
to be accomplished in the upcoming 
day. It can be daunting. And that’s one 
surefire way to get my heart racing 
before I’ve even lifted my head off my 
pillow. I know I’m not the only one 
who feels the stress of work and life 
every day. It just matters how I’m able 
to manage my thoughts and emotions 
to keep me from getting overwhelmed.

This is a constant battle for employ-
ees in today’s working world. Juggling 
your ever-growing work demands with 
the goals of your personal life – man-
aging kids, family, friends and other 
personal pursuits can make every day 
a challenge. If your coping skills are 
lacking, it can be enough to send you 
right back under the covers when that 
alarm goes off. 

But juggling competing priorities 
gets a little bit easier when you have 
an employer who gets it. An employer 
who offers flexible work hours, who 
will let you work remotely, who under-
stands that you have a life beyond the 
9 to 5 can make all the difference to 
how you feel every day, and whether 

By Gillian Livingston

you’re confident you’ll be able to man-
age it all. It’s those kinds of workplaces 
we all want to be in – where we’re seen 
as people, not just staff. This is why 
The Globe and Mail and Morneau She-
pell joined forces to create the Excep-
tional Workplace Award to highlight 
those companies that see people for 
people and find the best way to make 
their lives work, while still getting 
their job done and keeping their busi-
ness healthy. Those workplaces see 
how teamwork – helping employees 
learn the right tools to manage their 
load, while at the same time keeping 
their workload in check – benefits ev-
eryone, and their bottom line. 

We all hear the horror stories of the 
bullying manager who glares at you if 
you walk in the office at 9:01 a.m., or 
piles on the work on the Friday before 
a long weekend, or bullies his staff 
to ensure his numbers look good, or 
refuses to let staff leave early to catch 
their child’s school concert. And then 
we see how many of that manager’s 
staff find a way to leave when they can. 

We also have the stories about the 
great managers who realize being flex-
ible with their staff leads to better pro-
ductivity and to more loyal and devot-

Foreword
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ed employees. Those managers who 
talk frankly with employees about the 
demands of the job, help them learn 
the tools that will help them manage 
their workload, and know when it’s 
time to be flexible. Those managers 
also know you have other priorities in 
your life that should take the lead at 
certain times in your life. Those man-
agers and companies know that help-
ing employees be healthy and reduce 
their stress works out better for the 
company – and the employee – in the 
end. 

Compiled in this e-book are a num-
ber of articles The Globe and Mail pub-
lished online as part of the Your Life 
at Work Survey, the precursor to the 
Exceptional Workplace Award. These 

columns talk about stress, coping 
skills and ways to examine your life 
and your skills to determine what you 
might want to learn or change. They 
also talk about ways that companies 
can look at health and wellness in a 
new light, in a business light, and that 
helping your employees be happy and 
able to manage their stresses will also 
help the company’s bottom line.

Thank you for being involved with 
the Exceptional Workplace Award, and 
thank you for taking the time to com-
plete the survey and assess your com-
pany’s performance. 

Sincerely,

Gillian Livingston
The Globe and Mail
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Take our Your Life at Work Survey and find out what’s stressing 
you out, whether you’re coping and what to do if you aren’t

Survey: How’s your life at work?

By Bill Howatt and Gillian Livingston

Welcome to The Globe and Mail’s 
Your Life at Work Survey, done in 

conjunction with Howatt HR Consulting. 
Click here to take our survey, measure 
your stress levels, find out your Quality 
of Work Life (QWL) score and determine 
whether you’re able to cope. The scenario 
below will help to explain why we are 
launching this survey:

Kristine, a manager at the ABC fac-
tory, walks past Jack and says, “Good 
night, Jack. Have a good one.”

Jack puts his head down and grunts, 
“Ah, another exhausting shift. You 
managers are too demanding,” and 
shuffles out the door, looking weary 
and exhausted.

Kristine then turns and notices Jill, 
who pleasantly meets her gaze with a 
big smile. Kristine repeats her goodwill 
gesture, “Good night, Jill. Have a good 
one.” Jill continues to smile, head up, 
and says, “Thank you. And you have a 
wonderful night, too.” She leaves the 
building with a bounce in her step.

Kristine wonders how it is possible 
that shift partners Jack and Jill have 
such different outlooks in the same 

workplace. Kristine guesses that, on 
his employee engagement survey, Jack 
most likely reported a lack of trust 
between management and employees, 
poor communication and high work 
demand. She further assumes, based 
on her experience with Jack, that his 
current level of job satisfaction is low.

For Jill, Kristine predicts that she 
may have some concerns about man-
agement communication and at times 
agrees with Jack that workload de-
mands are high. But she is convinced 
that Jill’s job satisfaction score is high-
er. Kristine is interested in keeping 
her employees happy and cares about 
their health. However, she feels per-
plexed and can’t explain the difference 
in attitude between Jack and Jill.

Employee engagement surveys help 
managers like Kristine to understand 
the most prominent job stressors their 
staff face and the current level of their 
engagement. A low engagement score 
often results in senior management 
demanding their managers improve 
these scores – but they don’t say how 
those managers can make this happen.

http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
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How does a manager make an em-
ployee like Jack feel better about work?

Many employees may know they are 
unhappy, but they may not know what 
they need to change – or ask from 
their employers – to improve their life 
at work.

There is lots of evidence that shows 
there is a link between an employee’s 
health and their productivity. But 
most engagement surveys simply do 
not provide any insight into the dif-
ference in coping skills between Jack 
and Jill, and how that is affecting their 
health. In the case of Jack, his current 
health risk – both physically (such as 
high blood pressure) and psychologi-
cally (such as addiction) – would not 
be assessed.

For managers like Kristine, who are 
truly interested in the health and well-
being of their employees – knowing 
that the health of the staff can have 
an impact on the company’s bottom 
line – there is a new tool that looks 
beyond solely whether an employee is 
engaged at work or not.

This new tool not only measures 
what employees are stressed by at 
work and whether they are engaged; it 
also measures employees’ health and 
coping skills.

It also lets employees gauge how 
effective their coping skills are, and 
where they stand in comparison to 
other employees across Canada.

Welcome to The Globe and Mail’s 
Your Work at Life Survey, done  in con-
junction with Howatt HR Consulting, 
led by Bill Howatt.

This survey takes a look at four 
themes that affect your life at work: 
what causes you stress; what’s the 
effect of that stress on you and your 
health; how you cope or don’t cope 
with that stress; and how do these 
factors influence your commitment to 
your job and your organization.

The four themes come together in 
our Quality of Work Life (QWL) Risk 
score: The higher your score on the 
risk index, the greater your risk for a 
slew of health-related issues.

This survey will help managers to 
understand the differences between 
employees and provide insight into 
how they cope with stress that not 
only affects employee engagement 
levels but also mental and physical 
health. And it will let employees take 
stock of where they stand right now 
and see how their life and work stress 
is affecting them.

There is ample literature that sup-
ports the correlation between stress 
and health. Employees experiencing 
higher levels of stress are less likely to 
be engaged and perform at their full 
potential each day at work. Just type 
into Google the term “presenteeism” 
and you’ll discover what it costs em-
ployers if their staff members arrive at 
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work not feeling healthy and ready to 
work.

So who are you? Are you a Jack or are 
you a Jill? Do you know why? And, do 
you want to change?

Take our Your Life at Work Survey and 
see where you stand. Then check out our 
infographic that tells you what your QWL 
score means.

Watch a video of Bill Howatt explaining 
the survey and our goals.

Employers can take our Employer ver-
sion of the survey to rate their employees’ 
stress and coping skills. Employers can 
also download and fill out our Cost of 
Doing Nothing Calculator to gauge how 
much it costs if their employees aren’t 
coming to work ready to give it their all.

Watch a video of Bill Howatt explaining 
the survey and our goals. Click here to get 
a list of ways to help reduce your stress.

http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/infographic-see-what-your-life-at-work-score-means/article16525294/#dashboard/follows/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/infographic-see-what-your-life-at-work-score-means/article16525294/#dashboard/follows/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U1HImd345DM&feature=youtu.be
http://www.howatthronline.com/benchmark/
http://www.howatthronline.com/benchmark/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/article16519716.ece/BINARY/Cost of Doing Nothing Calculator.xlsx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U1HImd345DM&feature=youtu.be
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/article17215952.ece/BINARY/Stress Reduction Handout.pdf
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The Globe’s Your Life at Work Survey examines employees’ coping skills 
and what both employees and employers can do to make life at work better

What can a manager do to help 
an unhappy employee?

By Bill Howatt and Gillian Livingston

On her way home from work, Kris-
tine was thinking about her last 

conversation with Jack and Jill. She 
was pondering the question: Why does 
Jack see the world differently than Jill?

When she got home, she read online 
about The Globe and Mail’s national 
study, the Your Life at Work Survey. 
The study’s purpose is to create a con-
versation about what employers and 
employees can do to improve employ-
ees’ work life. A lot of research sug-
gests that many employees are strug-
gling with workplace issues. Health 
risks are mounting for employees, and 
employers are experiencing lost pro-
ductivity that hurts their bottom line.

Kristine knows that employers can 
take some responsibility for making 
employees like Jack happy. But some 
employees also need to develop better 
coping skills.

The next morning, Kristine asked 
Jack whether she could speak with 
him. She decided that honesty was the 
best approach.

“Jack, I care about you as an employ-
ee and I want to see you as happy and 
engaged as possible in your current 
role,” she said.

“I have noticed that at the end of the 
shift, another employee, who works in 
the same area as you, typically is much 
happier than you. This employee 
doesn’t appear stressed, but you seem 
down and tense. I’ve been asking my-
self why this is and what can we do to 
help.”

Jack paused, staring at his feet. 
“You’re talking about Jill, aren’t you? I 
wish I knew. She really is a nice person 
and a joy to work with. She’s always 
happy. I often hope her happiness 
would rub off on me. I can’t imag-
ine how badly I’d feel if she were not 
around. I’m having a hard time coping 
with my work, and all the people and 
politics of this place.”

Kristine could see that Jack was be-
coming emotional, so she redirected 
the conversation.

“Jack, I read something interest-
ing online last night. It’s The Globe’s 

http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
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Your Life at Work Survey. They have 
an online tool, called the Employee 
QWL Risk Index. You can get your own 
quality of work life score. Kind of like 
your blood pressure, the higher it is, 
the greater your health risk. They also 
have some coaching tools, along with 
articles for helping employees and 
employers think about what they can 
do differently.

“Would you be open to discovering 
what your Quality of Work Life Risk 
score is? Would you print it off and 
bring it in? This will have nothing to 
do with your performance results or 
with your job. It’s just a way for us to 
talk about what you can do to improve 
your work life and what I can do as 
your manager to support you. Your re-
sults will be kept confidential, I don’t 
want a copy. I just want to talk. What 
do you think, Jack?” she asked.

Jack sat still for a moment so Kristine 
continued.

“Here’s why I believe this. The more 
I’m reading about employees’ life at 
work, what results in employee hap-
piness is becoming clearer to me. For 
example, employees like Jill have de-
veloped a set of coping skills that work 
for them. Those who don’t have those 
skills often feel chronic stress that can 
mean they feel less engaged in their 
work and, more importantly, are more 
likely to suffer from psychological or 
physical health risks.

“The body can only handle so much 
stress before it risks breaking. When a 
person is unhappy, they often look for 
a way to get away from that pain – by 
eating too much, for example. But if 
we work together, we can create a plan. 
I can only support you with the work-
place issues. But if there are issues in 
your personal life that you need help 
with, we have a great employee as-
sistance program. Experts can help 
you learn new skills, if that’s what’s 
needed.

“As your manager, I would so much 
enjoy seeing you happier at the end of 
the day. The fact is, you are a produc-
tive employee whom we value. Howev-
er, if you were happier, I can’t help but 
believe that this would benefit you as 
a person, both here and at home. Jack, 
people are our most valuable resource, 
and we care about our employees.”

Jack lifted his head and looked Kris-
tine in the eyes. “Thank you. You’re 
right. I have been going to the pub 
after work and staying there a bit lon-
ger. It’s not making things better; it’s 
costing me more money and creating 
stress with my wife. I’ll go online and 
do the survey. And I’ll talk to my wife 
about this.”

Kristine knew she had some mo-
mentum. “Okay, Jack. Bring your sur-
vey in first thing tomorrow and we’ll 
make a plan. Okay?”

Jack left the office with more steam 

http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
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than when he came in. Kristine had 
made a key discovery. Most people 
would like to be happy if they knew 
or believed they could. Jack was leav-
ing with this possibility in mind. The 
next step was to help him get the skills 
he needed to maintain this positive 
thinking.
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Employees know they are unhappy, but they don’t know the steps 
to take to make a change for the better

When you’re unhappy, what 
motivates you to make a change?

By Bill Howatt

Jack has been on track for several 
weeks now and continues to work 

on his new lifestyle habits. For the 
first time in years, he noticed on his 
morning drive that he felt okay going 
to work. As he pulled into his parking 
spot he thought to himself, “Why has 
it taken me so long to do something? 
It was not that hard to make some 
changes that made me feel better.”

Jack was frustrated with himself and 
was grieving lost time and opportu-
nities. What he was experiencing is 
quite normal, as grieving is a part of 
the change process of coming to terms 
with your past in order to embrace the 
future.

When he got to work, Jack asked his 
happy co-worker, Jill, why she thought 
it had taken him so long to take action, 
thinking she might have an educated 
view since her husband, Jim, is an em-
ployee assistance counsellor.

“Why do you think people like me, 
who know they are not happy, simply 
don’t take action to feel better?” he 
asked her.

“I always knew I was unhappy, but 
for whatever reason I must have re-
sisted change. My wife, Sally, has told 
me for years that I need to do some-
thing different. I’m not ashamed to say 
that after a few employee assistance 
sessions, my situation did not seem so 
confusing. My counsellor helped me 
evaluate what I want against what I 
was doing and to make a plan. Today I 
noticed for the first time in a long time 
that I felt okay. So I’m a bit frustrated 
with myself.”

Jill smiled and said, “I understand, 
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Jack. My husband and I have talked 
about why people keep doing things 
that they know are not in their best 
interest over the long term.”

She said her husband had explained 
to her about five stages of change.

Jill went to a whiteboard and drew 
out the five stages. She reviewed each 
of them and when she got to the con-
templation stage, she said that Jim 
has made it clear that this is a sticking 
point for many.

The five stages of change

1. Pre-contemplation: This stage is 
about avoidance, the person does 
not accept that there is a problem.

2. Contemplation: This stage is about 
acknowledgement. The person 
knows there is a problem and starts 
thinking about the pros and cons of 
making a change.

3. Preparation: The person starts 
thinking about making a change, 
making plans, and thinking about 
what their life could be like if they 
changed.

4. Action: The person starts to practise 
and engage in new behaviours.

5. Maintenance: The person has been 
practising new behaviours for at 
least six months and so new habits 
are being established, which means 

there is less risk for relapse.
Jill said many unhappy people stay 

in the contemplation stage because 
they haven’t found the motivation to 
change, or they don’t believe they can 
change. “The root cause of this belief 
often is under-developed coping skills. 
As a result, they repeat old habits, re-
gardless of the risk,” she said

People also have to commit to 
changing their old habits and starting 
better ones to replace them.

“People often resist change for no 
reason, even if it doesn’t make sense 
to an onlooker. Many people continue 
with habits that they know are not 
good for them – like overeating – but 
do so because they make them feel 
better at the time,” she said.

“In the early stages, the stakes are 
high because if the new habit doesn’t 
meet the person’s needs, they are at 
risk of relapsing to the old one,” she 
added.

Jack took it all in. “I certainly want 
to be sure I get a plan in place so that 
I don’t relapse to where I was. I may 
have a ways to go to be as happy as 
you, Jill, but I am a lot closer today 
than I was a month ago.”

“I’m glad you’ve made a change for 
the better, Jack,” Jill replied. “I have 
learned a great deal from listening 
to Jim over the years, and when you 
break it down, life is pretty simple: 
What we think will define what we do.”
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There’s a big difference between being okay and being happy . 
But better coping skills can help you get there

Is coping with work 
stress good enough?

By Bill Howatt and Gillian Livingston

A few weeks have passed since fac-
tory manager Kristine had her 

breakthrough with her stressed-out 
employee, Jack, and he appeared to be 
more open when talking with her.

One evening, as they were leaving 
work, Jack stopped to talk. “Kristine, 
I know I have been struggling at work 
and I understand that constant stress 
is putting my health at risk. I’m sure 
I can benefit by learning how to take 
more responsibility for my health and 
happiness. But I had a question. What 
percentage of our work force do you 
think is happy?”

Kristine pondered the question 
and told Jack that she’d have to think 
about her answer.

She decided to do an informal sur-
vey of her staff, so she created a survey 
with five choices and asked employ-
ees to estimate where they fell on the 
scale.

• Happy – confident and calm most 
days.

• Okay – content and getting 
through the day; aware of the 

challenges and pressures and 
pushing hard to meet life’s de-
mands.

• Dealing with chronic stress – un-
der pressure, feeling stressed and 
worried about keeping up.

• On the verge of cracking – hav-
ing a difficult time coping; feeling 
very stressed by work and life.

• Dealing with mental disorders – 
have sought out help from profes-
sionals.

She asked employees to fill out her 
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survey anonymously. This informal 
survey was insightful and provided 
some interesting findings:

• Happy – 10 per cent

• Okay – 50 per cent

• Chronic strain – 20 per cent

• Ready to crack – 15 per cent

• Mental disorders – 10 per cent
As Kristine reflected on the results, 

what jumped off the page was the 
large percentage of employees who 
reported they were just okay.

When she met with Jack, they talked 
about what being okay means. They 
wondered why more employees 
thought they were okay but not happy. 
They wondered whether one factor 
might be the pressure of balancing life 
at home and at work.

Kristine thought that perhaps peo-
ple who are okay spend more time fo-
cused on avoiding stress and reducing 
life pressures. She added that perhaps 
this group spends the majority of their 
energy just getting through the day 
and don’t have much energy or time 
for personal fun. She wondered what 
may be preventing them from adding 
more happiness to their lives.

Kristine suggested to Jack that being 
okay may be fine, but it is not being 
happy. “I wonder how many employ-
ees in this position struggle with their 
coping skills,” she said.

Our survey results so far

Here are the findings following the 
first month of collecting data from 
The Globe and Mail’s Your Life at Work 
Survey, which began February, 2014. 
At that point,  2,800 participants had 
completed the survey:

• 62 per cent reported their work-
place is stressful.

• 47 per cent said there is little trust 
between employees and manage-
ment.

• 65 per cent stated they are worri-
ers.

• 61 per cent found they cannot 
leave work at work.

• 25 per cent said they cannot bal-
ance their work and personal life.

• 70 per cent said they often feel 
exhausted.

What became evident is that those 
individuals whose responses indicate 
that they have strong coping skills also 
show lower stress levels, lower health 
risk and higher productivity and en-
gagement.

So perhaps one of the keys for em-
ployees who report they are just doing 
okay is to improve their coping skills. 
But to do so, they need to be motivat-
ed to take action.

The evidence so far shows that em-
ployees who are just okay are not happy. 
In fact, they are more at risk for experi-
encing stress and health-related issues.

http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
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The Globe’s Your Life at Work Survey found workers with greater levels of 
stress are less able to cope, less productive and call in sick more often

Survey says: We’re stressed 
(and not loving it)

By Gillian Livingston

It’s official: Most of us are feeling 
stressed at work these days. Worse, 

we’re having trouble coping.
More than half of workers polled by 

The Globe and Mail in an extensive, 
year-long-running online survey, from 
February, 2014, to the end of January, 
2015, said they felt overwhelmed trying 
to balance the heavy demands of work 
with their personal lives, a situation 
many respondents said had caused 
them to feel ill and miss work.

Fifty-nine per cent of the 7,300 re-
spondents to the Your Life at Work 
Survey, launched in February, 2014, by 
Globe Careers and Howatt HR Consult-
ing, reported feeling stressed and on 
edge, and said they felt unable to man-
age the pressures of their work and 
private lives.

Of the respondents, 67 per cent said 
their current job expectations are too 
demanding, 60 per cent reported little 
trust between employees and manage-
ment at their workplace, and 56 per 
cent said their workplace culture isn’t 
positive.

The survey, comprising more than 
80 questions, found that those who 
said they felt the most stressed also in-
dicated they did not have strong cop-
ing skills to help them manage such 
pressure. Stressed workers said they 
were less engaged at work, and that 
they put in less effort, hurting their 
productivity. They also called in sick 
more often, or went to work feeling ill.

Stressed staff members were also 
more likely to deal with the pressure 
in harmful ways, such as overeating, 
drinking alcohol, gambling or using il-
legal drugs. They reported more health 
problems and were more likely to be 
overweight.

On the flip side, those who felt their 
stress was under control showed they 
had stronger coping skills, were more 
engaged in their work, felt more ful-
filled, were more productive and had 
fewer health issues.

Bill Howatt, president of Howatt HR 
Consulting in Kentville, N.S., said he 
was surprised by the sheer number 

https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-hows-your-life-at-work/article16524403/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-hows-your-life-at-work/article16524403/
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of people who felt stressed and “were 
clearly struggling and were looking for 
answers.”

“People are looking for help to im-
prove their coping skills,” he said in an 
interview.

While society emphasizes being 
physically fit and healthy, “we have 
not spent any time teaching people 
how to make decisions and solve prob-
lems,” he said. “We’ve not taught psy-
chological fitness.”

Those who took the Your Life at 
Work Survey were given a Quality of 
Work Life (QWL) score that placed 
them in one of five categories: Those 
with the least amount of stress fell into 
the Calm category, followed by Okay; 
Frustrated; On the Edge; and Losing 
It – those who reported the highest 
stress levels.

In the Calm category, there were 744 
respondents, and this is what their 
profile looked like:

• 26 per cent were senior managers 
or executives.

• 85 per cent had a university de-
gree.

• 52 per cent had an annual income 
of $79,000 or more.

• 96 per cent said they put 80 per 
cent or more effort into their job 
each day.

• 7 per cent said they had no job 

flexibility.

• 2 per cent reported they suffered 
from a mental-health issue.

• 16 per cent said they called in sick 
more than four days a year.

• 27 per cent said they would come 
to work even when feeling ill 
more than twice a year.

In comparison, the Losing It group – 
the most highly stressed workers – had 
1,794 respondents, and this is what 
their profile looked like:

• 9 per cent were senior managers 
or executives.

• 75 per cent had a university de-
gree or higher.

• 40 per cent made $79,000 or 
more annually.

• 52 per cent said they put in 80 per 
cent or more effort into their job 
each day.

• 24 per cent said they had no job 
flexibility.

• 4 per cent reported they suffered 
from a mental-health issue.

• 48 per cent said they called in sick 
more than four days a year.

• 80 per cent said they would come 
to work even when feeling ill 
more than twice a year.

This group found their work stress-
ful, said their employers’ expectations 
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were too demanding, that they didn’t 
have the tools to do their job, that they 
weren’t a good fit for their role and 
that their work culture wasn’t positive.

They were also more likely to say 
that work was having a negative im-
pact on their family life and their 
health, that they had trouble leaving 
work at work, had difficulty sleeping 
and suffered from headaches. They 
were also more likely to say they wor-
ried a lot, and weren’t able to bounce 
back after a tough day at work. The 
majority of this group said they’d leave 
their organization if they could and 
felt they did not get adequate feedback 
on their performance.

It’s not surprising that an individ-
ual’s coping skills are a major factor 
in their happiness and productivity, 
said Dr. Matthew Burnstein, a Toronto-
based family physician and occupa-
tional health consultant who previous-
ly worked with Bell Aliant in Atlantic 
Canada.

Relentless stress wears on people, 
and over time can lead to an array of 
physical and mental-health problems, 
including obesity, diabetes, anxiety 
and depression, and that can mean 
higher health costs for companies, he 
said.

Many employers don’t want to ac-
knowledge an individual’s health 
problems, and often wait for an em-
ployee to have a crisis before offering 

services through employee assistance 
plans. But progressive companies and 
health insurers are teaching manag-
ers to recognize when an employee 
is struggling and to get their workers 
help before a problem becomes un-
manageable.

“There’s a movement in that direc-
tion,” he said. “But at the end of the 
day, an individual needs to want to 
change their behaviour and needs to 
recognize that part of the responsibil-
ity falls on their shoulders to improve 
their coping skills.”

Read Tavia Grant’s story on the issue of 
work, stress and mental health, sparked 
by our survey. Take The Globe’s Your Life 
at Work Survey, find the full results of the 
2014 survey and look at all our resources 
online at tgam.ca/yourlifeatwork.

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/balancing-office-culture-and-productivity-with-mental-health/article22725410/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/balancing-office-culture-and-productivity-with-mental-health/article22725410/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/#dashboard/follows/
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WHY KNOWING HOW 
TO COPE MATTERS
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How well we cope with stress can affect our mental and physical health

Are we facing a coping crisis?

By Bill Howatt

Do you ever worry about how effec-
tively you’re coping with your life 

demands?
For the vast majority of the popula-

tion, the answer is yes. Typically, how a 
person is coping with the demands of 
their life and work defines the amount 
of stress they have. For most people, 
feeling stressed is viewed as a negative 
and something they don’t want. Rarely 
will someone state that stress is good 
for them.

Coping with stress is a common 
challenge for many people. Stress can 
leave them feeling overwhelmed and 
powerless with no options for relief. If 
the stress continues, so does the risk 
associated with chronic stress, such 
as creating or exacerbating mental-
health issues.

How someone copes with their daily 
stress load can define their mental and 
physical health. Mental illness is be-
ing reported as a growing problem in 
Canada. Are we experiencing a mental-
health crisis? Perhaps a better ques-
tion is: Why is mental illness on the 
rise here?

Genetics plays a key role in mental 

illness, but mental-health can also be 
influenced by psychosocial life stress-
ors triggered by problems with financ-
es, relationships or work.

Individuals caught in a cycle of ongo-
ing stress are at greater risk for mental-
health issues. Consider the case of a 
worker we’ll call Sam. His No. 1 stressor 
is work, where he has a poor relation-
ship with his manager. Sam believes 
that his manager’s expectations are 
unrealistic and as a result feels over-
whelmed every day. It’s common for 
Sam to leave work thinking about the 
day’s events, so his work stress is hav-
ing a negative impact on his feelings, 
physiology and his thinking even after 
the workday has ended.

Sam goes home each evening feeling 
stressed. Over time he has developed 
an unhealthy routine to cope. He sits 
in front of his TV for hours, eating 
junk food. As a result, this 43-year-
old’s health has suffered both physi-
cally and mentally.

Sam is not atypical. It’s common for 
people to engage in unhealthy be-
haviour as an attempt to escape from 
the pain associated with stress, such 



23T H E  G LO B E  A N D  M A I L 
C O P I N G  S K I L L S

as unhealthy eating, using alcohol or 
drugs, gambling or other escape mech-
anisms. The tragedy for Sam is that he 
is unaware that what he has chosen to 
do in order to improve how he feels 
has resulted in his current situation.

Sam hasn’t thought to address his 
workload issue with his manager, or 
let his manager know how he feels, 
instead keeping those thoughts to 
himself. He finds any stress hard to 
manage, but hasn’t tried to find ways 
to improve his coping mechanisms.

It is important to point out that 
workplace environmental stressors 
can be a major cause for employee 
stress. Stress from work managers is 
real. Employers can take actions to 
reduce environmental stressors, such 
as hiring the right managers who will 
evaluate the workload to keep it man-
ageable and pay attention to how their 
employees are handling work. Employ-
ers can also help employees like Sam 
develop their coping skills so they are 
better equipped to address issues at 
work with managers.

I have worked with many people like 
Sam in a clinical setting. My role as a 
professional therapist is to help people 
learn how to better cope with their life 
stressors or mental-health challenges. 
My main regret is that they too often 
fail to seek out support until there is a 
crisis.

What if a person like Sam got sup-

port early and had an opportunity to 
develop his coping skills? The skills 
that would give him confidence to ad-
dress issues at both his work and per-
sonal life? How many Sams could be 
positively influenced?

Could we be experiencing a coping 
crisis, rather than a mental-health cri-
sis? What is clear is that many people 
are struggling with stress and, if they 
could cope better, there would be less 
risk to their health.

We know that people who don’t cope 
well with stress are more at risk for ex-
periencing mental and physical health 
issues. Through the Your Life at Work 
Survey, done by Howatt HR Consult-
ing and The Globe and Mail, we found 
that coping skills play a positive role 
in predicting employees’ work engage-
ment and health. The survey of more 
than 7,000 people found that those 
with better coping skills were happier 
with their jobs and experienced fewer 
physical and mental-health issues.

As a society, we teach people how to 
read and write but we have yet to for-
mally teach people how to think and 
cope with the stress we all face in all 
facets of our lives. If more organiza-
tions and employees focused on im-
proving their coping skills, this could 
help generate more discussion on 
their benefits.

This is the topic of my book, The Cop-
ing Crisis: Discover why coping skills are 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/#dashboard/follows/
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required for a healthy and fulfilling life. 
The purpose of this book is to provide 
workers with an introduction to cop-
ing skills and how they play a role in 
a person’s total health. The more we 
focus on prevention and helping em-
ployees to develop their coping skills, 
the better employees will be able to 
manage their daily stressors.

Between February, 2014, and Sep-
tember, 2015, more than 12,000 people 
across Canada and beyond have en-
gaged in our Your Life at Work Surveys 
– on work, life and family stress. Each 
survey provides insight on coping 
skills.
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Depression can arise when you are unable to cope 
with stress, and with that can come other diseases

Are you struggling to cope 
with the stress of work and life?

By Bill Howatt

Sally is an average employee in a 
middle-management role, strug-

gling to cope with the demands of her 
employer and employees. She often 
leaves work feeling exhausted and 
mentally drained. She feels depressed 
most days as well.

To deal with stress, Sally seeks com-
fort in food. Caught in the cycle of 
work-stress-coping-with-food, within a 
few years Sally put 40 pounds onto her 
once 110-pound, 5-foot-1 frame. She is 
so sapped of energy at the end of the 
day that her activity and fitness level 
is low and, at 48 years of age, she’s a 
walking health risk.

Already, Sally has developed dia-
betes. During a recent medical exam, 
her doctor found her blood pressure 
was high and prescribed medication. 
When she told him that she has also 
been struggling with stress and depres-
sion, he gave her some recommenda-
tions and suggested that if nothing 
improved in a couple of weeks, they 
would explore medication for her de-
pression.

Sally’s food-coping mechanism not 
only leads to obesity but makes her 
three times more likely to develop 
diabetes.

Her case is typical and happens to 
many people. They don’t realize how 
their lack of coping skills and resulting 
behaviours directly affect their quality 
of life.

Employees are influenced by the way 
they choose to cope with the demands 
of their job and life. Stress happens, 
but its effects depend on how people 
deal with it.

The Heart and Stroke Foundation re-
ports that about 2.5 million Canadians 
were diagnosed with diabetes in 2010. 
It estimated that 90 to 95 per cent of 
people with diabetes have Type 2 dia-
betes. The World Health Organization 
suggests that 80 per cent of all diabe-
tes cases could be avoided by ensuring 
people had healthier lifestyles. In addi-
tion, employees with diabetes can cost 
employers two to three times that of a 
healthy employee in drug costs alone.

http://www.heartandstroke.com/site/c.ikIQLcMWJtE/b.3483991/k.34A8/Statistics.htm#diabetes
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The Canadian Diabetes Association 
says the economic burden of diabe-
tes in Canada is expected to rise from 
about $12.2-billion in 2010 to $17-bil-
lion by 2020.

Sally’s lifestyle choices are a factor 
in her developing diabetes. And like 
many diabetics, she has comorbid-
ity, which means having one or more 
health disorders at the same time.

Employers cannot control how their 
employees think, but every employee 
has a role to ensure their own health 
and happiness. However, improving 
experiences at work requires the com-
mitment of both employers and em-
ployees.

What employees think influences 
what they do. Our findings so far from 
the Howatt HR Consulting and The 
Globe and Mail’s Your Life at Work 
Survey found that coping skills are a 
lead indicator for predicting employee 
productivity, engagement and health. 
Our study has found that workers with 
strong coping skills are more produc-
tive, more engaged in their work and 
healthier.

Employees like Sally benefit from 
learning how to cope with the stress of 
life and work so they can change their 
habits and eat healthy, be active and 
exercise, stop smoking, lose weight 
and reduce their reliance on medica-
tion.

For Sally’s employer, the cost of do-

ing nothing to help Sally reduce her 
stress at work is not only the burden 
of health expenses. Since she has mul-
tiple health issues, she is more at risk 
for short-term illness claims, long-term 
disability claims, absenteeism and 
presenteeism – being at work but not 
performing to her potential.

Leaders should ask the tough ques-
tions and dig into the tangible and in-
tangible costs of doing nothing to help 
their employees cope with stress. (See 
our Cost of Doing Nothing Calculator.)

Health starts with self-awareness, 
education and choices. Take our sur-
vey today and determine your stress 
level and ability to cope, as this will 
influence both your health and your 
job satisfaction.

http://www.diabetes.ca/research
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/why-should-a-company-care-about-its-employees-health/article16642848/#dashboard/follows/
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail
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Those feeling overwhelmed can take concrete steps 
to boost their ability to cope

How employees can learn 
to cope with stress

By Gillian Livingston

Dealing with ever-increasing de-
mands at work while juggling respon-
sibilities at home is enough to send 
some employees over the edge.

While employers play a key role in 
helping their staff to deal with stress at 
work, employees must also bear some 
responsibility for their health, experts 
say. Employees need to evaluate their 
personal levels of stress and find ways 
to tone them down if they’re feeling 
overwhelmed.

There are four pillars of health – 
mental, physical, financial and career 
– that each person needs to keep in 
balance, said Stephen Liptrap, execu-
tive vice-president of Toronto-based 
Morneau Shepell and general manager 
of Shepell, a global provider of EAP 
programs.

“We find that if two of those four ar-
eas are in negative territory, it’s really 
going to impact the person, and they 
miss work and really drop down in 
productivity,” he said.

Another way to help manage stress 
is to build up your resilience so you are 

better able to handle day-to-day blows 
and major setbacks, said Dr. Marie-
Hélène Pelletier, director of workplace 
mental-health group benefits at Sun 
Life Financial.

She suggests people take concrete 
steps, such as exercising, eating prop-
erly and spending time in nature – 
away from the hustle of the city – to 
help them build resilience, or the 
“ability to bounce back.” If you have 
resilience, then you have more psy-
chological wellness and then “when 
something hits us, we won’t dip as far,” 
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she said.
Many company employee assistance 

programs have tools you can use to 
help you rate your health, Mr. Liptrap 
said. Morneau Shepell, for instance, 
has online tools and a smartphone app 
called My EAP. The program takes you 
through a series of questions to help 
you find those areas of your life that 
are causing you stress.

In addition, you can take The Globe 
and Mail’s Your Life at Work Survey to 
get your Quality of Work Life score, see 
how you fare and find ways to reduce 
your stress.

Once you know where you need 
help, such as with your finances or 
another area of your life, then you 
can use the resources provided by 
your company EAP to get the help you 
need, such as assistance from a coun-
sellor or a financial planner.

Three steps to reduce stress

Mr . Liptrap and Ms. Pelletier offered 
the following three suggestions for 
managing day-to-day stress.

1. Learn tactics to reduce stress

If your stress level is too high and 
you feel you have too much to do, 
make a list of all your tasks, Mr. Lip-
trap said, especially if you’re feeling 
overwhelmed by a large project.

“Break it into smaller chunks. That 
really reduces anxiety,” he said. “Then 

start knocking off those little tasks, 
one at a time.”

Slowing down and taking deep belly 
breaths – a technique used in yoga – 
is a great way to calm yourself when 
you’re feeling anxious, Ms. Pelletier 
said.

2. Deal immediately with a tough task

Don’t put off a difficult task, such as 
talking to a colleague or your manager 
about a challenge, Ms. Pelletier said.

“We make stress worse by what we 
think in our head,” she said. “Look 
at the full picture realistically; don’t 
think of the catastrophe.”

3. Know when to ask for help

If you’re feeling overwhelmed and 
aren’t sure what to do, “don’t be afraid 
to reach out and ask for help,” Mr. Lip-
trap said.

People shouldn’t “feel bad” about 
reaching out to counsellors at their 
company’s EAP, whether they’re a 
student feeling the anxiety of exams 
or an employee overwhelmed by work 
and life, he said.

“People keep those things bottled 
up and then that ends up blowing up 
later,” he said.

To build up your resilience, you need 
to aim to follow these seven steps on a 
weekly basis to help you cope for the 
long term, Ms. Pelletier said.

http://www.shepellfgi.com/EN-CA/Products and Services/EmployeeAssistanceProgram/
http://www.shepellfgi.com/EN-CA/Products and Services/EmployeeAssistanceProgram/myeap.asp
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/infographic-see-what-your-life-at-work-score-means/article16525294/#dashboard/follows/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-hows-your-life-at-work/article16524403/#dashboard/follows/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-hows-your-life-at-work/article16524403/#dashboard/follows/
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The seven steps to build resilience

1. Exercise

Doing cardio, weight training and 
yoga can help you build your strength 
and allow you to calm your breath-
ing when you’re stressed, Ms. Pelletier 
said.

To start, go for a half-hour walk ev-
ery day, Mr. Liptrap said. “If you’re feel-
ing stressed, go for that walk at lunch.”

In addition, arrange walking meet-
ings, or use pedometers and get col-
leagues to compete for who can walk 
the most steps each week, he said.

“All of those [actions] help to reduce 
the stress of the individual and in-
crease productivity,” he said.

2. Eat right

“We all know what needs to be on 
our plate,” Ms. Pelletier said. “But it’s 
not easy.” There are so many tempta-
tions to eat food that’s not the most 
nutritious, she added.

3. Get enough sleep

Good-quality sleep is key, she says. 
“We need to invest in our sleep.” Every-
thing is harder if we’re running low on 
sleep, she says.

4. Spend time with friends and family

Make an effort to spend time with 
your family and try to go for coffee or 

lunch with a friend once a week, she 
said.

5. Spend time in nature

When we spend time outdoors in the 
quiet of nature, it gives us a reprieve 
from the busyness of life and allows us 
a chance to refocus, she said.

6. Focus on spirituality

Whether through organized religion 
or simply time spent contemplating 
life, give yourself a chance to stop and 
think, she said.

7. Be involved with your community

Helping others really does help us to 
feel better about ourselves and builds 
our resilience, she said.
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You need to find where you stand now, then look 
for where there are gaps in your coping skills

How to become a coping 
skills master

By Bill Howatt

Coping skills are the skills you have 
at your immediate disposal to 

solve problems and make decisions 
under pressure. The better you have 
developed your coping skills, the bet-
ter you will be able to perform under 
pressure, manage emotions, push 
through setbacks and believe in your 
potential. You will also be less likely to 
be negatively affected by environmen-
tal stressors.

Developing coping skills, which in-
clude problem solving, emotional in-

telligence and resiliency, can help you 
better manage your stress load. Your 
level of coping skills mastery can pre-
dict how effectively you will perform 
both at home and at work.

Learning coping skills is like acquir-
ing any other skill; it requires atten-
tion and effort. Malcolm Gladwell, in 
Blink: The Power of Thinking Without 
Thinking, shared his research that sug-
gests that mastering a new skill takes 
10 years, and that there are no short-
cuts or flukes. Since the education sys-

http://gladwell.com/blink/
http://gladwell.com/blink/
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tem has not yet included coping skills 
as core competencies students should 
learn, many adults have skills gaps. 
The good news is that coping skills can 
be taught through traditional class-
room instruction, online learning, 
coaching, reading, self-study, online 
digital coaching and mentoring.

To obtain a baseline of your cop-
ing skills, go to the Your Life at Work 
Survey found on The Globe and Mail 
website. This tool provides instant 
feedback on your coping skills as well 
as your overall quality of life score. 
Having insight into your coping skills 
is a positive first step.

Once you get your baseline, the next 
step is to determine where you fit in 
the Nine Boxes for Mastering Coping 
Skills Matrix. See the figure included 
in this link. Awareness is an important 
first step. The next step is accountabil-
ity. Developing coping skills requires 
motivation and a desire to learn. U.S. 
business consultant Jim Collins taught 
the world in his landmark book, Good 
to Great, that good can be the evil to 
great. When evaluating yourself on the 
matrix, consider whether you are cop-
ing as well as you would like to in all 
situations in your life.

With insight on your baseline for 
your level of coping skills, you are now 
in a position to consider whether you 
are motivated to take action.

Employers can facilitate opportu-

nities for employees to learn coping 
skills, and employees can ask for sup-
port. Employers can also eliminate 
unnecessary environmental stressors 
to help employees to cope better. This 
interaction is a two-way accountabil-
ity model where both employees and 
employers take responsibility for what 
they can directly control.

Every healthy employee has a life 
outside of work that will require at-
tention and energy. Coping with work 
is one piece. For many, managing the 
demands of home and work can be 
challenging.

In a study conducted with The Globe 
and Mail with over 2,000 respondents 
to the Are You Satisfied With Your Life 
survey, there have been some interest-
ing findings with respect to respon-
dents’ reported satisfaction with their 
current job function, work relation-
ships, personal relationships, financial 
stability, physical health, managing 
demands of home and work, and en-
gaging in community, recreation and 
social activities. The survey found a 
positive correlation between coping 
skills and these outcomes. These re-
sults suggest that the higher a person’s 
coping skills, the more likely they are 
to be satisfied with these areas of their 
life.

This statistic does not tell why a 
person is confident. Similar to coping 
skills, many people are not taught how 

http://www.unb.ca/cel/online/courses-programs/coping-skills.html
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/are-you-satisfied-with-your-life/article23426459/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/are-you-satisfied-with-your-life/article23426459/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/how-to-become-a-coping-skills-master/article28436377/
http://www.jimcollins.com/books.html
http://www.jimcollins.com/books.html
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/are-you-satisfied-with-your-life/article23426459/
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to have a healthy and loving relation-
ship, manage money, get along with 
peers at work and engage in their com-
munity.

Think about the new manager who 
one day is on the floor as a top per-
former with proven coping skills and 
then the next day is promoted to a 
frontline manager position. Within a 
month, the new manager is struggling, 
stressed out and failing. The root cause 
may not be a lack of coping skills; it 
may be that he never learned how to 
have a difficult conversation, run a 
meeting or delegate responsibility. He 
hadn’t been taught the right skills in 
order to manage people – which he 
is now being asked to do – and this 
caused stress.

The ability to cope effectively with 
life often can be linked to a person’s 
personal core competencies. These 
are the knowledge, skills and abilities 
you develop to effectively interact in 
your environment. Having developed 
cognitive coping skills will support 
your mental health and your ability to 
make good decisions. It will also help 
you understand development gaps 
that need your attention.

One way to evaluate yourself in 
several critical personal core compe-
tencies is to complete the following 
worksheet to rate the degree of con-
fidence you have in each of the seven 
areas and then calculate your overall 

average.
Improving any of these personal 

core competencies requires knowl-
edge, skills and practise. Every indi-
vidual’s happiness will ultimately be 
defined by how well they manage their 
entire life. Developing coping skills is 
important, as is developing core life 
skills competencies that influence 
overall fulfillment and happiness. It’s 
never too late to gain knowledge and 
learn skills that can help improve suc-
cess in each of the core competencies.

In summary, get a coping skills base-
line, determine how motivated you are 
to learn and evaluate whether there 
are areas of your life where you have 
core life skills gaps. By paying atten-
tion to these three levels and taking 
action, you can greatly improve your 
overall mental health and happiness.

http://bit.ly/1PzpLh2
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Being able to manage your emotions when 
you’re under pressure can be a challenge

What’s your emotional IQ?

By Bill Howatt

Have you ever been in what ap-
peared to be a loving conversa-

tion that went to one that felt like 
hate – all within seconds? Most of us 
can relate to the powerful emotional 
swings that can happen in an intimate 
relationship. People who struggle in 
relationships often are unaware of 
how these types of moments sneak up 
on them or what they can do to pre-
vent them.

In the above example, at some level, 
one or both people perceived some 
type of threat. Whenever this happens 
there is a powerful survival mecha-
nism called the fight-or-flight response 
that fires off. Designed to protect hu-
man beings from danger, it’s automat-
ic and often brings powerful emotions 
that can be perceived as being nega-
tive – which can immediately disrupt 
the flow of a loving relationship.

One challenge with the fight-or-
flight response, as taught by Daniel 
Goleman in his landmark book called 
Emotional Intelligence, is how this 
response can short-circuit a person’s 
cognitive decision making. The re-

sponse results in emotional decision 
making that can lead to overreaction 
and poor decisions.

This is demonstrated by disruptive 
behaviours such as saying things you 
don’t mean, making kneejerk deci-
sions that you regret later and damag-
ing an important relationship due to 
your inability to control your emo-
tions.

At its core, emotional intelligence 
teaches the health benefits of paying 
attention to others’ feelings, monitor-
ing how your behaviour affects others’ 

http://www.britannica.com/topic/fight-or-flight-response
http://www.amazon.com/Daniel-Goleman/e/B000APZC9O
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emotions and developing the ability 
to manage your emotions under pres-
sure. Mr. Goleman’s work postulated 
that for life success, happiness and 
health, emotional intelligence is per-
haps more important than your IQ. 
Watch Mr. Goleman’s introduction to 
EQ.

In the Your Life at Work Survey by 
The Globe and Howatt HR Consulting, 
we have been exploring the effect that 
coping skills have on employees’ over-
all health, engagement and productiv-
ity.

This article introduces the role of 
EQ and its value in developing coping 
skills. Many skills collectively define 
coping skills. One way to understand 
the importance of EQ is to liken it to 
golf putting. One of the most impor-
tant and hardest golf skills to master is 
putting, and it is needed to score well. 
To score well in life, you need to be 
able to manage your EQ effectively.

The first step to maturing your EQ 
is developing self-awareness. This EQ 
Quick Survey provides a way to estab-
lish a benchmark as to where you are 
today to help you become engaged in 
the benefits of developing your EQ.

EQ is a trainable skill that requires 
self-discipline and practise. You can 
read helpful books like Emotional 
Intelligence 2.0 or take courses on EQ. 
Following are three quick coaching 
tips for developing your EQ:

1. Start a daily EQ log

Track the number of hours each day 
you have positive feelings for yourself 
and others, as well as negative feel-
ings. To learn to better manage your 
emotions, it’s valuable to know how 
many hours a day, on average, you are 
feeling positive or negative, and the 
kinds of situations that trigger those 
emotions. The objective is to become 
aware of your emotions objectively 
with respect to how much weight you 
put on positive and negative emotions.

2. Evaluating your intentions

When you interact with people who 
you regularly feel you struggle with, 
ask yourself, “What are my intentions 
and why am I being negative?” Some 
people, when frustrated with another 
person, allow their emotions to blind 
them and they get caught in an au-
tomatic cycle of negativity. Breaking 
this cycle starts with awareness, own-
ing your behaviour and being honest 
with yourself and your intentions. 
Ultimately, negative thinking can lead 
to negative feelings that can influence 
your mental health. The objective is to 
challenge your intentions and values 
with respect to the kind of person you 
want to be and how you want to treat 
others regardless of differences.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y7m9eNoB3NU
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
http://www.talentsmart.com/products/emotional-intelligence-2.0/
http://www.talentsmart.com/products/emotional-intelligence-2.0/
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3. Practise breaking your negative 
thinking

When you feel negative about a per-
son or situation, stop and ask yourself, 
“Why am I feeling this way?” Write out 
your response. If you don’t know, write 
that down and keep trying to figure 
it out. At the core is often some unre-
alistic expectation that when it is not 
met, you can become hard on yourself 
or others. A key to managing emotions 
is to learn how to be realistic with 
yourself. When in doubt, ask a trusted 
adviser. Acknowledging what you have 
that is good in life and giving yourself 
a break can help you learn to be kinder 
to yourself and others. This does not 
suggest that you should not set goals 
and expectations; the point is to not 
have them rule your emotions.
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Changing your behaviour is hard and having the right 
coping skills is key to your success

Do you have the coping skills 
to stick to your resolutions?

By Bill Howatt

Experts have warned leaders repeat-
edly about the increased risk of 

mental-health issues within the Cana-
dian work force and how that could 
hurt employees’ health, engagement 
and productivity in the coming years.

As a result, more employers are look-
ing at ways to support and promote 
employees’ mental health. They rec-
ognize that promoting mental health 
is good – not just for employees but 
also their organizations, because men-
tally healthy and happy employees are 
more likely to be engaged, effective 
and productive at work.

Today more companies are taking 
steps to implement a mental-health 
strategy to reduce mental-health risk. 
Such strategies often include:

• creating a mental-health policy;

• providing managers with mental-
health training;

• educating the work force on men-
tal-health issues;

• providing employees access to 

employee and family assistance 
programs;

• exploring what the employer can 
do to reduce external stressors 
(such as bullying or ineffective 
managers);

• providing employees an opportu-
nity to self-evaluate their mental 
health and coping skills.

Coping skills are the tools a person 
has at their disposal to manage the 
demands they put on themselves or 
that originate from their environment. 
How effectively a person deals with 
such stressful demands ultimately de-
pends on the person’s ability to cope 
with relationships and work.

I have written on the positive ben-
efits of coping skills in an online ar-
ticle and a book, The Coping Crisis. My 
motivation is to promote the benefits 
for employers to do what they can to 
reduce environmental stressors and to 
help employees develop their coping 
skills.

Many Canadian workers have never 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/can-you-afford-to-ignore-employees-mental-health/article21624282/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/can-you-afford-to-ignore-employees-mental-health/article21624282/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/are-we-facing-a-coping-crisis/article26584737/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/are-we-facing-a-coping-crisis/article26584737/
http://www.amazon.ca/The-Coping-Crisis-William-Howatt/dp/1926460030
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been taught coping skills such as prob-
lem solving, decision making, emo-
tional regulation and resiliency. Cop-
ing skills also include intrapersonal 
skills that support mental health and 
self-esteem, which are at the core of a 
person’s ability to positively evaluate 
their self-worth and to believe in their 
ability to achieve their goals.

This article introduces a concept 
called “the coping skills conundrum.” 
It starts with knowing where to begin 
and then determining the gap between 
where a person is currently and where 
they want to be. After 30 years of work-
ing in the area of mental health, I have 
learned that most individuals who are 
not coping well and are making poor 
choices realize it. They also know that 
they would benefit by learning new 
coping skills.

As taught by Dr. William Glasser, 
most people with a difference between 
what they want and what they have 
perceive it as pain. When a person is 
experiencing a sensation of discom-
fort or pain, they look for a path to 
escape it and find pleasure. Pleasure 
comes in many forms, some of which 
may not always be in an individual’s 
long-term best interest, such as drink-
ing too much or overeating. The risk is 
that these types of behaviours become 
learned and automatic, with the sole 
intention of immediately making you 
feel better.

At the core of the coping conundrum 
is how a person manages their internal 
psychological pain while learning a 
new, healthy behaviour.

Let’s take New Year’s resolutions as 
an example. One common resolution 
is to lose weight. The science is simple: 
Burning more calories than you eat 
results in less body fat and weight.

So why do so many people fail at 
this resolution? It perhaps has less to 
do with motivation than awareness 
of how the mind works. A person can 
have a clear plan to lose weight, but 
the demands of life don’t stop; stress 
and pressure continue to challenge 
your priorities and energy. It makes it 
that much harder to follow through 
and break bad habits.

The coping conundrum occurs in the 
time it takes to move from an old hab-
it to a new one. A new habit can take 
somewhere from three to six months 
of focused determination to become 
automatic. If changing behaviour were 
simple, more people would achieve 
their New Year’s resolutions.

It’s all too common for people who 
are trying to change to relapse, as the 
brain automatically sends thoughts to 
revert to an old behaviour. During this 
period, learning a new habit is diffi-
cult.

When a person makes a choice to 
replace an old behaviour that was 
perceived to provide immediate relief 

http://www.amazon.ca/Choice-Theory-Psychology-Personal-Freedom/dp/0060930144


38T H E  G LO B E  A N D  M A I L 
C O P I N G  S K I L L S

with a new behaviour that has not yet 
given any benefits, the test is to deal 
with the day-to-day challenges and to 
not act on old behaviours that can still 
feel like the right choice.

The path through the coping co-
nundrum is guided by being aware of 
micro behaviours and delayed grati-
fication. Gaining 30 pounds doesn’t 
happen overnight; it takes many poor 
micro decisions. Losing the weight 
and experiencing the benefits follow 
the same path. If focused, on average a 
person will lose 1.5 pounds a week with 
a responsible diet and exercise plan, so 
it will take 20 weeks to lose 30 pounds, 
and perhaps another 20 weeks to in-
grain this new lifestyle habit.

In the end, overcoming the coping 
conundrum requires a super deci-
sion. Accepting your situation and the 
consequences that come from short-
term pleasure compared to long-term 
health is a powerful decision that can 
lock in a state of mind.

Creating change often requires tap-
ping into your core value that enjoying 
health and happiness requires change 
and delayed gratification. In fact, some 
discomfort can be expected for several 
months before there are any notice-
able benefits for the better. However, 
once you get through this gate, you 
will be through the coping conun-
drum.
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Resiliency helps you bounce back and turn 
negative thoughts into more positive ones

Seven factors to boost 
your mental resiliency

By Bill Howatt

The basic premise of the term “sur-
vival of the fittest,” coined by English 
philosopher Herbert Spencer, is that 
those species in nature that can adapt 
to their environment increase their 
ability to reproduce and continue to 
exist.

In the case of human beings, our 
path to the top of the food chain was 
made possible by our ability to think, 
not our physical dominance. We have 
evolved to be able to outthink the rest 
of the animal kingdom.

Most of us know what would hap-
pen if we picked a fight with a lion or a 
bear with our bare hands, but we don’t 
worry about fighting lions and bears 
every day. The big threats for many 
Canadians are pressure and challenges 
to adapt and manage the demands of 
work and home, along with the associ-
ated stressors.

How effectively an individual is able 
to cope with those challenges defines 
their level of success, health and hap-
piness. We have learned from The 
Globe and Mail’s Your Life at Work Sur-

vey that many Canadians are stressed 
and struggling to cope, and the ones 
who report higher coping skills, on 
average, are healthier and happier.

One skill that can help a person cope 
better with life stressors is resiliency. 
The Latin translation for resilience is 
“to jump back.” Resiliency can be de-
fined as an individual’s ability to adapt 
to their daily challenges that arise 
from difficult situations, or to bounce 
back.

Several factors play a role in defin-
ing your ability to be resilient. To deal 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Survival_of_the_fittest
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-results/article22197505/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-results/article22197505/
http://www.camh.ca/en/education/teachers_school_programs/resources_for_teachers_and_schools/growing_up_resilient_ways_to_build_resilience_in_children_and_youth/Pages/undertstanding_resilience.aspx
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with the demands of life and stress, 
the more in tune you become to each 
of the following factors can provide 
guidance on what you need to explore 
and learn.

Personal strengths

This refers to the degree and confi-
dence you have in personal strengths 
such as creativity, persistence, social 
intelligence and humility. It’s a useful 
exercise to measure and evaluate your 
personal strengths that shape your 
character.

Hardiness

This refers to attributes you have 
developed to remain healthy under 
stress. The three key pieces that pre-
dict your hardiness are commitment 
(your dedication to achieving success), 
control (acceptance of what you can 
and cannot control) and challenge 
(your motivation and how much you 
enjoy a challenge).

Self-directed

This refers to your ability to be self-
disciplined, a self-starter and orga-
nized.

Attitude

This refers to how you generally look 
at the world, either positively or nega-
tively. Some researchers have found 
one key element for evolving your 
resiliency is optimism.

Adaptability

This refers to your ability to be flex-
ible and deal with change.

Personal ethics

This refers to the boundaries you set 
for yourself, your personal code of eth-
ics of what you will and will not do.

Problem solving and decision making

This refers to how effective you are 
at breaking down a problem, under-
standing the root cause, the different 
options available, the risks associated 
with each decision and the ability to 
make sound decisions using good 
judgment.

Resiliency training gives employees 
the opportunity to learn new skills 
that help them manage the challenges 
that come their way, and that can help 
improve their mental health by reduc-
ing their stress.

Employers can take proactive ac-
tions to help employees build their 
resiliency. The notion being, the better 
employees are coping, the more likely 
they will be healthy, engaged and pro-
ductive. Employers can:

1. Educate employees about resiliency 
and how the above seven micro be-
haviours can help promote mental 
health, as well as how resiliency can 
be improved through training.

http://www.joyfuldays.com/personal-strengths/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hardiness_%28psychological%29
http://www.successconsciousness.com/positive_attitude.htm
file:///Users/benbarrettforrest/Documents/Misc./Globe%20and%20Mail/eBooks/Coping%202016/Illos/Spots%20hi-res/04/building-resilience
http://www.caba.org.uk/help-and-guides/information/guide-coping-change-and-boosting-resilience
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTED_94.htm
http://www.positivepsychology.org/services/resilience-training-army
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2. Provide employees an opportunity 
to learn how to positively influence 
their thinking. Teaching proven 
concepts used in cognitive behav-
ioural therapy such as Albert Ellis’s 
A-B-C theory can teach employees a 
set of skills that help them turn their 
negative thoughts into more posi-
tive ones. His theory also can help 
a person learn how to dispute their 
negative internal thoughts and re-
frame their thinking from negative 
to positive.

3. Make a commitment to remove 
toxic stressors and workplace haz-
ards (such as bullying). Stay on top 
of this initiative by using micro sur-
vey pulse checks – short surveys that 
help employers find out how their 
staff members are feeling at any 
given time. These surveys provide a 
feedback loop of employees’ current 
stress level and its root causes. This 
kind of action promotes a learning 
culture that can help both employ-
ees and their organization develop 
resiliency.

http://www.reachinginreachingout.com/documents/riro-college-curriculum-modules1.pdf
http://www.reachinginreachingout.com/documents/riro-college-curriculum-modules1.pdf
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A person with strong coping skills and solid self-esteem is more 
likely to think they’ll complete tasks successfully

Do you look forward to your workday? 

By Bill Howatt

The greater an employee’s coping 
skills, the higher their productivity 

and engagement levels, as well as their 
overall physical and mental health.

That’s one of the conclusions drawn 
from the Your Life at Work Survey that 
The Globe and Mail, in conjunction 
with Howatt HR Consulting, began in 
February, 2014.

These findings support the notion 
that coping skills have an important 
role in predicting and promoting em-
ployees’ health and wellness. Employ-
ers cannot develop employees’ coping 
skills, but they can remove barriers 
and obstacles that create unnecessary 
stress and strain for employees.

Via the Your Life at Work Survey, we 
have been focusing on certain themes 
that can influence employees’ quality 
of work life. The subject of this article 
is self-esteem.

What is self-esteem?

It’s the degree to which a person 
feels positive about their self-worth 
and value. It falls on a continuum 
from low to high; the higher one’s self-
esteem, the better they feel. Percep-

tion of self-esteem is strongly linked to 
emotions that influence mood.

The influential psychologist Albert 
Bandura coined the term “self-effica-
cy.” This term refers to the degree to 
which one believes in their ability to 
obtain a defined outcome, such as the 
confidence they have in their capacity 
to have a successful day at work.

For example, Jack wakes up thinking 
about work and all that he must face 
throughout the day, such as resolving 
a conflict with his manager, produc-
tion demands and timelines. If he 
thinks that he will get through the day 
successfully, he is experiencing posi-
tive self-efficacy.

How can self-efficacy be improved?

One approach to improve your self-
efficacy is to develop coping skills. A 
person with strong coping skills will 
be in a better position to scan their 
environment and determine what 
knowledge and skills will help them to 
be successful if they choose to stay in 
that environment. Decision making, 
problem solving and self-management 
skills, along with emotional intel-

http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://psychology.about.com/od/theoriesofpersonality/a/self_efficacy.htm
http://psychology.about.com/od/theoriesofpersonality/a/self_efficacy.htm
http://psychology.about.com/od/theoriesofpersonality/a/self_efficacy.htm
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Do you look forward to your workday? ligence, are examples of the kinds of 
coping skills that can build an employ-
ee’s confidence to figure out what to 
do to successfully face the challenges 
of their job.

One success formula for employees 
aligned with Dr. Bandura’s thinking 
is: Self-Efficacy + Coping Skills = Self-
Esteem.

Self-esteem is a byproduct of a per-
son’s belief in their ability to obtain a 
result, and the confidence that they 
can cope with and manage responsi-
bilities. This ultimately defines how 
much value a person will attach to 
themselves.

Relationships, jobs, health and mon-
ey are common areas where people 
struggle. When a person perceives 
a gap in their ability to obtain their 
desired outcomes and does not know 
how to cope or gain the knowledge 
and skills required to be successful, 
they are likely to struggle with self-
esteem.

Dr. Bandura suggested that people 
can develop self-efficacy by watching 
people in similar situations who are 
successful. This provides an opportu-
nity to learn by observing. The more 
confidence we have in our skills and 
abilities, the more likely we will devel-
op positive self-esteem.

Here are a few tips for improving 
your self-esteem:

• Complete our self-esteem screen, 
which you will find on this web-
site from Howatt HR Consulting. 

• Accept responsibility for your 
thinking.

• Practise smiling. Smiling positive-
ly influences mood.

• Be open to learning about your-
self by taking risks and engaging 
in conversations that promote 
self-discovery.

• Find a passion, whether a hobby, 
sport or volunteer activity, and 
schedule time to enjoy it.

• Set realistic expectations. This 
does not mean settling for less; it 
means learning how to objective-
ly adjust expectations.

• Strive to become who you want to 
be, not who others want you to be.

• Practise finding something posi-
tive in each day, and acknowledge 
your role in that.

• If you continue to feel you are 
failing, seek the support you need 
to get on track.

• Keep moving. Bodies in motion, 
whether through structured exer-
cise, gardening or even walking a 
pet, are more likely to be healthy 
and happy.

https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
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Grit can help you get ahead as sheer determination 
and focus can help you succeed

Do you have the grit 
to reach your goals?

By Bill Howatt

Every New Year’s Eve as the clock 
turns past midnight, it triggers the 

dawn of a new year and a night when 
millions of Canadians set new goals for 
themselves for the upcoming year. Yes, 
the famed New Year’s resolutions.

One of the most common resolu-
tions focuses on health, such as quit-
ting smoking or losing weight. Some-
thing like, “I want to lose 15 pounds.” 
Why? “I’m not happy with the way I 
look,” or “I know this extra weight is 
not good for my health.” Notice the 
language of this goal. It says what the 
goal is, but fails to say how it will be 
implemented, measured and moni-
tored.

Did you set one of those goals this 
year? If so, how are you doing now? If 
you failed, this article may help pro-
vide some insight and ideas so that if 
you repeat this resolution next year, 
you may be in a better position to 
achieve your goals.

There can be many reasons why peo-
ple quit their New Year’s resolutions. 
One is due to gaps in their coping 

skills. Coping skills come in two forms: 
those that help a person make a deci-
sion in the moment, and those that 
support achieving a long-term goal.

Life for most of us is filled with time 
demands that challenge our priorities. 
Many of these challenges can tax our 
resources and be perceived as stress-
ors. Whenever you are faced with a 
perceived stressor, such as a demand-
ing boss, partner or parent, you have 
no choice but to take action.

The gap between the stressor and 
your response is where thinking and 
decision making happens. The kinds 
of choices you make will depend on 
your coping skills. Doing nothing is 
also an action.

Your coping skills, experiences, be-
liefs, expectations and values, which 
quickly interact to evaluate a stressor, 
determine what kind of emotion will 
be attached – whether it is positive, 
neutral or negative.

When a stimulus is negative, this 
drives a powerful emotional response, 
such as fear. It’s these moments that 
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test a person’s coping skills. Under 
pressure, the good intention to lose 
weight or stop smoking can quickly be 
forgotten. Both of these outcomes are 
often due to engaging in unhealthy ac-
tions to cope with stress.

Stress creates pain. Most people 
don’t like pain; they want to get away 
from it. In this situation, a person may 
give up pursuing a goal and slip back 
to an old, unhealthy coping strategy to 
deal with the stress, such as reaching 
for sweets or a cigarette when they’re 
under stress. This is not uncommon 
and one reason why many people’s 
New Year’s resolutions fade away.

We know coping skills can predict 
who will be better able to manage 
the stress of life and be able to stay 
healthy. That was one finding from the 
Your Life at Work Survey done by The 
Globe and Mail in conjunction with 
Howatt HR Consulting.

The relapse of personal goals is com-
mon. Another kind of coping skill that 
influences how quickly a person who 
slips up gets back on track or pushes 
through a painful moment to reach 
their goal is their level of grit.

Grit can be described as persistence, 
drive, will, determination, resolve and 
motivation to achieve a long-term 
goal. You only need to look at war as 
the ultimate incubator for developing 
grit to survive. This is an extreme ex-
ample of how people can develop their 

grit to achieve a goal when motivated.
The Your Life at Work coping skills 

measure focuses on helping people 
evaluate how they cope with stress. 
We have added access to a Grit scale 
to help you self-evaluate your current 
grit level. You can take the survey here 
at https://www.howatthronline.com/
quicksurveys/.

There’s no perfection in life. Things 
change and life can be hard. Cop-
ing skills can help a person not only 
navigate a stressful situation but also 
achieve their goals and life dreams. 
Grit helps provide insight into why 
some people with average talent be-
come great. They simply out-work 
their peers, and through sheer drive 
and determination never lose their 
focus.

The final question for you today is: 
What would a bit more grit do for your 
life?

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-says-were-stressed-and-not-loving-it/article22722102/ 
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
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Positive thinking and making changes in your life 
can make you happier and reduce your stress

How happy are you?

By Bill Howatt

What is happiness?
It would be shortsighted to 

define happiness as a state of euphoria 
and glee. More accurately, happiness 
is the state of being content with your 
life.

People who are not happy may be 
surprised to know that it is common 
for happy people to have bad days. 
Happy individuals accept that life will 
have both positives and negatives. 
Everyone faces loss. There is no escap-
ing the ups and downs of life, such as 
births and deaths.

Happy individuals are better able 
to enjoy what is good in their life and 
accept that not everything needs to be 
perfect in order for them to be content. 
Happiness ultimately is influenced by 
an individual’s expectations and per-
ceptions, including their environment 
and choices.

In 2013, Canada was ranked the third 
happiest place to live in the world. 
It was fifth in 2015. This happy rank-
ing was determined by how citizens 
reported the degree of positive oppor-
tunities to experience peace, freedom, 

health care, quality education and a 
functioning political system

The research on Canada’s place in 
the world is a reminder that things 
could be worse and that living in 
Canada is much better than many 
other places around the globe. How-
ever, when a person is under stress, it 
is common for them to be focused on 
their own reality and the big picture. 
The Globe and Mail’s Your Life at Work 
Survey found that 60 per cent of par-
ticipants reported high levels of stress 
in 2014.

Happiness is influenced by an indi-
vidual’s life choices. Whether someone 
is born with the personality attributes 
to be happy or they learn to be happy 
through positive life experiences and 
role models, every person is capable of 
improving their overall happiness or 
level of contentment.

Happiness is a state of being content, 
but you don’t need to be continually 
walking around with a smile on your 
face to be content. Each of us ultimate-
ly defines what we want and need to 
be content in our own lives.

http://www.forbes.com/sites/christopherhelman/2013/10/29/the-worlds-happiest-and-saddest-countries-2013/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/christopherhelman/2013/10/29/the-worlds-happiest-and-saddest-countries-2013/


48T H E  G LO B E  A N D  M A I L 
C O P I N G  S K I L L S

Happiness can be simplistic. Watch 
any child on a playground. It doesn’t 
take much for them to appear happy 
and content where they are.

Happy people are likely to be physi-
cally healthy and project hopefulness, 
enthusiasm and optimism, have sup-
portive networks, and be effective 
at self-management. They tend to 
engage in positive diets and exercise, 
and avoid negative behaviours such as 
excessive alcohol use or overeating to 
make themselves feel better.

Researchers have found that 70 per 
cent to 80 per cent of all heart attacks 
are due to lifestyle choices and have 
nothing to do with genetics. This same 
line of research suggests that happy 
people are better equipped to cope 
with stress and make healthier choices 
than those who are unhappy.

The quest to improve your overall 
happiness is a proactive choice to help 
short-circuit the negative impact of 
life’s stressors. One core of happiness 
is being open to appreciating what you 
already have in your life that is good – 
such as your health, job, friends, love 
and a safe place to live.

Perhaps more important is being 
clear on what you want so you know 
when you get it, you are in a position 
to acknowledge and accept it.

The quick survey linked to this ar-
ticle, which is also part of the Your Life 
at Work Survey, is a Happiness IQ. It 

will provide a benchmark of your cur-
rent level of happiness.

Happy people have a purpose when 
they get up in the morning. They are 
satisfied with their life; they have lov-
ing and caring relationships; and they 
feel they are in a good place.

If you find yourself feeling unhappy 
or not content, acknowledge this fact 
and decide to do something about 
it. Doing nothing is a choice and will 
likely mean you remain unhappy. An 
unhappy person may not know it is 
possible to develop skills that can help 
them better cope and enjoy their day-
to-day life.

Take the Globe and Mail and Howatt 
HR Consulting’s Your Life at Work Survey 
and find out your stress level.

http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/magazine/happiness-stress-heart-disease/
http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/magazine/happiness-stress-heart-disease/
http://stress.about.com/od/research/a/Happiness-Research.htm
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
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Ongoing stress can make you feel anxious and make it hard to be calm

Are you suffering from stress 
or anxiety?

By Bill Howatt

Life can be filled with challenging 
situations that make you stressed. 

These situations can be caused by is-
sues at home and at work, or by rela-
tionships or financial or health con-
cerns.

Whatever the root cause of a stress-
ful event, when something is per-
ceived as a threat, the body’s nervous 
system releases stress hormones to 
protect itself. These chemicals help 
prepare the body’s defence system to 
fight or flee the danger.

However, when your body releases 
these chemicals again and again be-
cause of feelings of stress – and there’s 
no immediate physical threat – this 
response can trigger symptoms such 
as anxiety.

It is quite common for people un-
der stress to feel anxious and worried, 
with symptoms such as a racing heart-
beat, flushed complexion, a tightening 
of the chest, difficulty concentrating 
and restlessness.

Under intensely stressful situations, 
a person may have symptoms similar 

to some anxiety disorders. The in-
tensity, frequency and length of time 
a person has anxiety will determine 
their risk level for developing an anxi-
ety disorder.

One common type of anxiety disor-
der is General Anxiety Disorder. GAD 
can be described as a chronic state of 
worry for most or all of each day. It’s 
when a person worries about their 
health, relationships, money, or work 
for six months or more. Symptoms in-
clude muscle tension, fatigue, difficult-
ly sleeping, edginess and restlessness.

http://www.cmha.ca/mental-health/understanding-mental-illness/anxiety-disorders/
http://www.adaa.org/understanding-anxiety/generalized-anxiety-disorder-gad/symptoms
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Not all anxiety disorders are the 
result of an inability to cope with pro-
longed stress; some can be linked to 
genetics.

The longer a person stays in a state 
of anxiety, though, the greater their 
risk for developing a mental health 
condition such as GAD.

There’s also a higher health risk for 
those people who are in a constant 
state of anxiety. Employees who indi-
cated in The Globe and Mail’s Your Life 
at Work Survey that they are chroni-
cally worried were found to have an 
overall health risk 11-per-cent higher 
than those who are not worriers. This 
shows that chronic worrying can have 
a negative impact on employees’ phys-
ical and psychological health.

The Your Life at Work Survey, done 
in conjunction with Howatt HR Con-
sulting, has added an anxiety screen-
ing tool  to the quick survey website. 
This mini survey will help individuals 
self-evaluate and become aware of 
their current levels of anxiety and risk 
for stress.

If you are chronically worried, there 
are a few things you can do to take 
charge and improve your overall qual-
ity of life:

Accept your situation: 

Accept your feelings in the moment 
for what they are, without judgment.

Practise slow: 

Try meditation or yoga to calm your 
anxious mind. Following these practis-
es for at least two months or more can 
improve your mood and reduce your 
anxiety level.

Take the 60-day caffeine-free chal-
lenge: 

If your body is moving too fast, it 
makes no sense to add more stimula-
tion. Take caffeine out of your diet for 
the next 60 days. There may be some 
withdrawal symptoms, but they will 
pass in a few days.

Practise positive thoughts: 

Don’t dwell on the negative, and 
instead think about the positive things 
in your life and be grateful for them.

Breathe: 

Stop and take a deep breath. Fill your 
lungs and exhale slowly. Repeat three 
times. This practise can help give you 
immediate relief from anxiety.

Burn stress chemicals: 

Exercise daily for half an hour at an 
intensity level that gets you sweat-
ing. This will help you to release stress 
hormones and relax. Check with your 
doctor if you have not been active for 
some time to ensure you are healthy 
enough to start a new exercise pro-
gram.

https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-hows-your-life-at-work/article16524403/
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
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Log sleep: 

Get six to eight hours of rest each 
night. Remove all stimuli such as TV, 
smartphones and the Internet an hour 
before you go to bed. Reading a peace-
ful and engaging story can relax your 
mind and set you up for a good night’s 
sleep.

If following some of these actions 
doesn’t give you relief, don’t hesitate 
to ask for help. If you have tried to 
reduce your anxiety level and your 
anxiety quick survey score is high, it’s 
important to know that talking about 
your thoughts with a trained profes-
sional, such as a representative from 
your company’s employee assistance 
program, can help you find peace. In 
some cases, a family doctor may rec-
ommend medication temporarily to 
help you calm down.



52T H E  G LO B E  A N D  M A I L 
C O P I N G  S K I L L S

Stress can lead people to find ways to feel better, 
and that can put them at risk of addiction

Is stress putting you at risk 
of an addiction?

By Bill Howatt

Do you know if you or someone 
you care about is at risk for an ad-

diction to drugs, alcohol or gambling?
When a person becomes stressed or 

overwhelmed dealing with day-to-day 
life, it is not uncommon for them to 
search for ways to feel better. Many 
people then turn to food, alcohol, 
drugs or gambling as a way to boost 
their spirits. Addictive behaviours that 
involve drugs, alcohol or gambling can 
be perceived as being pleasurable in 
the early days. However, these behav-
iours can result in powerful addictions 
that can destroy a person’s home and 
work life.

The results of our Your Life at Work 
Survey, done by The Globe and Mail 
and Howatt HR Consulting, show that 
those with a higher stress level and a 
lower ability to deal with the stress of 
their work and life were more at risk to 
have an addiction problem.

The survey results show that people 
who were at risk for using drugs on 
average had a 6-per-cent higher QWL 
score. This is the final score of the 

survey, which looks at your quality of 
work life, where a higher score indi-
cates you are under more stress and 
strain, have less ability to cope with 
stress, are less engaged at work and 
have a higher risk of having health is-
sues.

Those at risk of having a gambling 
or alcohol addiction had a 4-per-cent 
higher QWL score.

More than 7,000 people have taken 
the survey since it was launched in 
February, 2014.

The study results have found that 
people who report that they have high 
coping skills on average also report 
low levels of involvement in drug, 
alcohol and gambling activities, as well 
as low levels of stress and health risk.

Studies show that an addiction to 
drugs, alcohol or gambling hurts not 
only individuals but also the economy. 
Here are some facts about addiction:

The Canadian Centre on Substance 
Abuse estimates the total societal 
cost of substance abuse in Canada is 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-hows-your-life-at-work/article16524403/#dashboard/follows/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-hows-your-life-at-work/article16524403/#dashboard/follows/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-says-were-stressed-and-not-loving-it/article22722102/ 
http://www.ccsa.ca/Eng/topics/Costs-of-Substance-Abuse-in-Canada/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.ccsa.ca/Eng/topics/Costs-of-Substance-Abuse-in-Canada/Pages/default.aspx
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$39.8-billion. That’s about $1,267 for 
every Canadian. That includes the cost 
to health care, the justice system and 
its indirect impact on productivity.

The Centre for Addiction and Men-
tal Health reported that 20 per cent of 
people with mental-health disorders, 
which includes anxiety, depression 
and schizophrenia, also have a sub-
stance abuse problem.

The Canadian Centre on Substance 
Abuse reports that people driving un-
der the influence of alcohol or drugs 
continues to be a major safety prob-
lem in Canada. In fact, nearly as many 
people died in car crashes in 2010 be-
cause of drugs (34.2 per cent) as those 
drinking and driving (39.1 per cent).

The Uniform Crime Reporting survey 
reported that there continues to be 
an increase in the number of drinking 
and driving incidents, 90,277 in 2011 – 
3,000 more than in 2010.

ProblemGambling.ca said in a 2009 
report that gaming in Canada is the 
largest entertainment industry. It’s 
about the same size as the movie, TV, 
record and professional sports in-
dustries combined, supporting over 
135,000 jobs. It’s a $15-billion industry 
that has resulted in about 3.2 per cent 
of Canadians having moderate to se-
vere gambling problems.

The National Treatment Indicators 
Report 2011-2012 found that 4.4 per 
cent of Canadians meet the criteria for 

substance use disorders and only 0.4 
per cent of this population obtained 
treatment from publicly funded pro-
grams.

The gap in the percentage of the 
population with potential addictive 
issues actually seeking professional 
support suggests there may be some 
barriers to getting help. One may be 
the lack of exposure to drug, alcohol 
and gaming risk tools to help people to 
self-evaluate their risk.

Self-awareness is a positive first step, 
so screening tools can help people un-
derstand their level of risk and provide 
the information they require to decide 
to make a change.

Contrary to stereotypes, many peo-
ple with addictive issues do not live 
on skid row. A significant percentage 
of people at risk for drug, alcohol or 
gambling addictions in the early stages 
often attempt to maintain their family 
and work responsibilities.

The grim reality is the higher the 
frequency, duration and intensity of 
the behaviour, the higher the probabil-
ity these people will lose their family, 
work, relationships, health, finances 
and even their freedom.

We have added a drug, alcohol and 
gambling (DAGS) screening tool to the 
Your Life at Work Survey quick survey 
website.

One can also complete the Your Life 
at Work Survey to find your Quality of 

http://www.camh.ca/en/hospital/about_camh/newsroom/for_reporters/Pages/addictionmentalhealthstatistics.aspx
http://www.camh.ca/en/hospital/about_camh/newsroom/for_reporters/Pages/addictionmentalhealthstatistics.aspx
http://www.ccsa.ca/Eng/topics/Impaired-Driving/Drug-Impaired-Driving/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.ccsa.ca/Eng/topics/Impaired-Driving/Drug-Impaired-Driving/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-002-x/2013001/article/11739-eng.htm#a1
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-002-x/2013001/article/11739-eng.htm#a1
http://www.problemgambling.ca/EN/Documents/FA_GamblingProblemGamblinginCanada.pdf
http://www.problemgambling.ca/EN/Documents/FA_GamblingProblemGamblinginCanada.pdf
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CB8QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ccsa.ca%2FResource%2520Library%2FNTS-2014-National-Treatment-Indicators-Report-en.pdf&ei=Z9Y-VKOAC8GsyAShuILoBg&usg=AFQjCNGRQ_zlp7HKQFLZt1_timn3AAYWVQ&sig2=viEoWWUCCRjPFmy26oUGfg&bvm=bv.77648437,d.aWw&cad=rja
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CB8QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ccsa.ca%2FResource%2520Library%2FNTS-2014-National-Treatment-Indicators-Report-en.pdf&ei=Z9Y-VKOAC8GsyAShuILoBg&usg=AFQjCNGRQ_zlp7HKQFLZt1_timn3AAYWVQ&sig2=viEoWWUCCRjPFmy26oUGfg&bvm=bv.77648437,d.aWw&cad=rja
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
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Work Life Risk Index, or QWL, score.
If you feel you may have a problem, 

there are many ways to get help. Ev-
ery Canadian province or territory has 
professional addictive services that 
can assist individuals to evaluate their 
level of risk in more detail. Company 
employee assistance programs also 
can provide access to professionals for 
additional screening and treatment 
planning. Your family doctor can also 
be a valuable resource. 
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Chronic stress can result in workers being burned out, 
and lacking the zest they once had for their job

Are you suffering from burnout?

By Bill Howatt

Jack started his new job full of pas-
sion, but over a period of time he 

started to feel the effects of the con-
stant grind, stress and pressure. His 
inspiration and excitement declined 
sharply. As his passion waned, he real-
ized that he was no longer enjoying his 
job and started to associate pain with 
work. Jack was headed toward burn-
out.

Burnout is a psychological term that 
describes the negative outcome as-
sociated with chronic job stress. This 
relates to employees developing symp-
toms such as mental and physical 
exhaustion and losing interest in their 
job.

Herbert Freduenberger first coined 
the term “burnout.” While experts 
have yet to agree on a definite diagno-
sis, there is agreement that common 
symptoms are associated with a per-
son experiencing burnout: emotional 
exhaustion, a negative view of their 
job, seeing their work as frustrating 
and a decline in job performance.

The degree of risk for burnout de-
pends on where employees fall on a 

stress continuum with respect to their 
perception of the frequency, duration 
and intensity of their stress. Employ-
ees experiencing burnout typically 
report a significant decline in their 
motivation to come to work, increased 
levels of concern about their capability 
to do their job and feeling that there is 
less purpose in their work.

Burnout doesn’t happen overnight; 
it occurs over a period of time when 
constant stress depletes an employee’s 
resources. It’s not uncommon for em-
ployees who get burned out to have 
once been engaged and excited about 
their job.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herbert_Freudenberger
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0050545
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0050545
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0050545
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More employers are becoming aware 
of burnout and accepting that it is 
real; it’s not artificial or made up. This 
condition, though not a psychiatric 
condition, still can weaken an em-
ployee and put them at risk for chronic 
health conditions or mental-health 
issues such as depression.

The root cause of burnout is often 
linked to an employee’s lack of skills to 
cope with or manage external stress. 
These include lack of time for family 
or friends because of constant work 
demands, chronic tension interacting 
with a manager, a gap in their job fit, 
lack of control over their schedule or 
workload, and unclear job expecta-
tions and authority.

Symptoms typically associated with 
burnout include:

• a decrease in the quality of their 
work;

• a decline in their personal rela-
tionships in the workplace;

• chronic fatigue;

• increased absenteeism;

• a pessimistic view of their work-
place;

• an increase in incidents of forget-
fulness;

• a decrease in ability to concen-
trate and solve problems;

• a decreased interest in doing 

quality work;

• an increase in emotional symp-
toms such as being short-tem-
pered, impatient, frustrated, 
moody;

• an increase in physical symptoms 
such as shortness of breath, dizzi-
ness, headaches, chest pain, loss 
of appetite, insomnia, and gastro-
intestinal pain;

• an increase in psychological 
symptoms such as anxiety, addic-
tion, depression, and anger.

Burnout is expensive for employers 
because it saps employees’ productiv-
ity, results in increased incidents of 
presenteeism (coming to work feeling 
unwell and accomplishing little) that 
can result in higher employee turn-
over, accidents, and insurance and 
benefits costs.

Employees who get caught in the 
burnout spiral often lose their sense of 
hope that things could ever get better, 
and this adds to their existing psy-
chological burden. If they don’t find 
relief or get help to halt this downward 
spiral, they are at a greater risk for 
developing conditions associated with 
burnout. These include both physical 
and mental-health issues that increase 
the complexity of getting back on a 
healthy track.

There are proven treatments to help 
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a person cope with stress. Developing 
coping skills is critical for curbing risk 
for burnout.

The Globe and Mail and Howatt HR 
Consulting’s Your Life at Work Survey 
provides employees an opportunity 
to evaluate their current level of stress 
and its impact on their health. Our 
survey has found that employees who 
report strong skills to cope with stress 
and the demands of their life and job 
also report being healthier and more 
engaged in their work. The findings 
also suggest a direct correlation be-
tween workers’ productivity and their 
coping skills.

We have added a mini survey on 
burnout on the quick survey website. 
It will allow you to self-evaluate your 
current level of risk. If you find that 
you are at risk, there are resources that 
can help you understand your situa-
tion and find a plan to get better, such 
as your employee assistance provider, 
personal doctor and Mental Health 
Commission of Canada’s Mental 
Health First Aid initiatives.

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-hows-your-life-at-work/article16524403/#dashboard/follows/
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/initiatives-and-projects/mental-health-first-aid
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/initiatives-and-projects/mental-health-first-aid
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If stress gives you the munchies even when you’re not hungry, 
you may have a food addiction

Does work stress cause you to overeat?

By Bill Howatt

When we talk about the health of 
Canadians, a growing concern is 

the increasing number of people who 
are overweight.

Employment and Social Develop-
ment Canada reported in 2011 that 
37 per cent of Canadian adults were 
overweight and 25 per cent were rated 
obese. That’s an increase from 2005 
when the agency’s research showed 35 
per cent were overweight and 24 per 
cent obese. While genetics can play a 
role, lifestyle choices with respect to 
what we eat and how much we exer-
cise are a major contributor.

One factor that’s not getting much 
attention, however, is the role of food 
addiction, which some people can 
develop from a habit of using food to 
help them cope with stress.

Everyone reacts when under stress, 
but the behaviour they choose to use 
to cope ultimately impacts their over-
all health.

WebMD reports that food can trigger 
the same reward and pleasure centre 
of the brain as powerful drugs like 
cocaine and heroin. They suggest that 
foods that are high in sugar, salt and 
fat trigger the brain chemical dopa-

mine, which improves our mood.
Once you experience this sensation 

that triggers the brain’s pleasure-re-
ward system, there’s the potential that 
you may start to use food as a way to 
make yourself feel better.

As with any chemical addiction, the 
problem is that the person’s body will 
adjust and the pleasurable feeling will 
decrease, leaving them to think that 
the only way to get the feeling is to 
increase their intake of the drug – or 
in this case, food – to make them feel 
better.

And, as we all know, the major con-
sequence of taking in more calories 

http://www4.hrsdc.gc.ca/.3ndic.1t.4r@-eng.jsp?iid=6
http://www4.hrsdc.gc.ca/.3ndic.1t.4r@-eng.jsp?iid=6
http://www.webmd.com/mental-health/mental-health-food-addiction
http://www.webmd.com/mental-health/mental-health-food-addiction
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than you burn is an increase in body 
fat and weight.

The Food Addicts Anonymous web-
site reports that a person who is ex-
periencing a food addiction will com-
monly report having uncontrollable 
cravings for food – even when they 
aren’t hungry – that result in eating 
foods high in carbohydrates, sugar and 
flour that metabolize fast and turn 
into sugar in the bloodstream.

The website explains that it is com-
mon for a person with a food addic-
tion to experience decreases in their 
quality of life with respect to physical 
and emotional health.

In time, food addiction will result 
in a person putting on extra body fat 
that can increase their risk of physical 
health issues, such as heart disease, 
respiratory problems and diabetes.

As well, food addicts often aren’t 
physically active, and that can de-
crease their energy and have a nega-
tive impact on their self-image and 
self-esteem, leading to depression or 
other mental-health concerns.

The Globe and Mail’s Your Life at 
Work Survey, done in conjunction 
with Howatt HR Consulting, examines 
how employees and employers can 
improve employees’ quality of life at 
work. Our findings so far suggest that 
both employees and employers have a 
role in facilitating a quality workplace, 
particularly by helping employees 
boost their coping skills.

Employers can improve employee 
productivity, engagement and health 
by putting in place thoughtful human 
resources policies and embracing the 
Mental Health Commission of Cana-
da’s 13 psychological health and safety 
factors that are part of the National 
Standard on Psychological Health and 
Safety in the Workplace.

They can also appoint competent 
managers, keep workloads at manage-
able levels, actively promote a positive 
workplace culture and support em-
ployees by providing programs to help 
them learn new skills such as decision 
making and problem solving to cope 
with stresses at work.

We have added a food addiction 
quick survey, which will indicate 
whether you are at risk for a food 
addiction. The quick surveys allow 
employees to self-evaluate their cur-
rent health and behaviour. There are 
also surveys on work addiction and 
depression. The goal is to help work-
ers become more aware of their state 
of mind and help motivate them, and 
give them the tools they need to im-
prove their quality of work life.

Similar to other types of addiction, a 
first step to recovery is self-awareness. 
If you score high on the food addiction 
survey and it suggests that you are at 
risk, you will need to decide whether 
you are ready and motivated to take 
control of your eating either on your 
own or with the help of a professional.

http://www.foodaddictsanonymous.org/are-you-food-addict
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/system/files/private/document/Workforce_Employers_Guide_ENG.pdf
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/system/files/private/document/Workforce_Employers_Guide_ENG.pdf
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/system/files/private/document/Workforce_Employers_Guide_ENG.pdf
http://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
http://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
http://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys
http://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys
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Working hard is one thing, but some people have 
a desire to work all the time

Are you addicted to work?

By Bill Howatt

Working long hours is generally 
viewed as sign of a productive 

and hard-working individual. For these 
people, putting in a 50-hour work 
week is common.

However, when this becomes the 
norm and the person develops an 
internal compulsion to work longer 
hours – regardless of the consequences 
to themselves, their family or friends 
– then this person may have an addic-
tion to work.

Work addiction is real. Statistics 
Canada reported that almost one-third 
of employed Canadians aged 19 to 64 
(31 per cent) identify themselves as 
workaholics. In fact, this percentage 
has not changed since the agency first 
began collecting these data in 1992.

Like drug addictions, people addict-
ed to work develop negative habits to 
keep their high. The work addict’s high 
comes from the adrenalin rush they 
get from their work. A person with a 
work addiction is internally driven to 
focus on their work for long periods of 
time. It is common for the work addict 
to have obsessive compulsive tenden-
cies about work, and often the person 
uses work to escape from the world 

outside of work.
In the early stages of work addiction 

the person starts to rationalize their 
need for working such long hours.

As their addiction progresses to the 
middle stage, their work schedule 
becomes all-encompassing and begins 
to control them. As a result, the person 
starts to experience consequences that 
hurt their personal relationships, their 
compulsion for work intensifies and 
it is their top priority for most of their 
waking hours.

In this stage it is common for the 
person to start to experience symp-
toms such as a decrease in fitness 
level, and changes in their body weight 
(either up or down).

If the symptoms become chronic, 
the person will move into the late 
stage where there are physical changes 
such as developing ulcers, rising blood 
pressure and headaches. In this stage 
the person is also increasing their 
mental-health risk due to intense 
emotional symptoms such as anxiety, 
depression and guilt that can result in 
feeling hopeless and trapped. This ad-
diction cycle – like most all addictions 
– can end badly.

https://www.cpacanada.ca/en/connecting-and-news/cpa-magazine/articles/2015/may/addicted-to-work
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Many employers don’t know how 
to tell the difference between a hard-
working employee and a work addict. 
As result, many work addicts get re-
warded. When a work addict experi-
ences positive feedback from their 
employer, this “badge of honour” fuels 
the work addict’s internal dialogue to 
push himself harder – whatever the 
cost.

It is common for work addicts to be 
defined by employers as being a valu-
able and top performer. This success 
can lead to career advancement and 
pay increases – again fuelling their ad-
diction.

What is not obvious to many em-
ployers is what many work addicts live 
with:

• They use work to avoid dealing 
with personal relationships, such 
as marriage issues or a death in 
the family.

• They live in a constant state of 
fear of failure.

• They have inconsistent sleep pat-
terns, and they often stay up late 
to finish work.

• They are overly concerned about 
rejection due to low self-esteem.

• They stay at the office for long 
hours even when it is not neces-
sary – they will make up tasks in 
order to stay at work.

• They have high levels of anxiety 

when dealing with authority and 
they will compromise themselves 
to gain approval and acceptance.

• They take substances to increase 
their performance and decrease 
their need for sleep.

• They are perfectionists and often 
unnecessarily redo work to make 
it perfect.

• They only feel a sense of power 
and control when they are work-
ing.

• They cannot turn their mind off 
from work to relax and enjoy the 
rest of their life.

The solution for a work addict starts 
with awareness and recognition that 
there is a problem. Next, the person 
needs to be motivated to take control 
of their work addiction. Once the per-
son is ready for change, they can begin 
their journey toward regaining control.

To move beyond a work addiction, 
the person must learn how to create 
a healthy schedule that includes both 
their home and work lives.

One approach is to remove the re-
ward for working long hours. Employ-
ers can help by setting a reasonable 
work schedule and monitoring it. The 
end goal is for the person to learn how 
to enjoy life outside of work.

Do you potentially have a work ad-
diction? Take our quick survey on work 
addiction.

https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
https://www.howatthronline.com/quicksurveys/
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It needn’t cost a lot to make small changes 
that can result in big dividends

Inexpensive ways to improve 
mental health at your work

By Gillian Livingston

There’s more talk than ever about 
mental health in the workplace, 

owing largely to Bell Canada’s “Let’s 
Talk” campaign, now in its fourth year. 
But talk is cheap. It’s harder to get a 
slice of the company budget for men-
tal-health programs when it’s difficult 
to prove the return on investment.

So, where do you start? There are 
a number of changes a company can 
make without having to invest a huge 
amount of time or money, Lucie Dutil, 
vice-president of human resources at 
Bell Canada, told an audience of cor-
porate executives.

“We all know we want to do some-
thing,” she said, acknowledging that 
initiatives to improve mental health 
are not often at the top of a company’s 
packed to-do list.

“The impact of mental health on 
your workplace is very significant and 
it’s hard to measure,” Ms. Dutil said, 
making it challenging to convince 
top brass to put scarce dollars toward 
these initiatives.

Mental-health issues, such as stress, 

anxiety and depression, are the No. 1 
cause of workplace disability claims, 
according to the Mental Health Com-
mission of Canada, which estimates 
that 10 to 25 per cent of those claims 
could be avoided with the right care 
early on.

Three years ago, Bell Canada imple-
mented a mental-health training pro-
gram for leaders. Since then, the com-
pany’s employee assistance program 
(EAP) usage is up significantly and 
relapses in mental-health disability 
cases are down.

Human resources leaders don’t need 
to wait for their company to fund a big 
mental-health improvement project in 
order to get started, Ms. Dutil said.

The first step is to leverage whatever 
resources are already in place in order 
to help any staff who may be suffering, 
she said. That includes looking at your 
company’s EAP to see what services it 
includes, such as counselling or other 
programs that can help you, your com-
pany’s managers and staff.

Companies should also organize and 
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centralize all the information they 
have regarding mental health in the 
workplace. Often that’s best done on 
an internal website so that managers 
and staff know they have one place to 
go to find the resources available to 
them, she said.

HR can also examine what other 
companies do to manage mental-
health issues in their workplace, and 
then create a plan that works for your 
firm, Ms. Dutil said. But don’t ex-
pect change to occur overnight, she 
warned.

“A change in culture takes time and 
not everything needs to be done at 
once,” she said.

Companies should also ensure man-
agers know the signs that staff are 
struggling to cope with the stress of 
work and life. It also helps if there’s a 
designated group within the company 
to assess any disability claims and help 
arrange a back-to-work plan for any-
one on leave, she said.

In addition, companies can enroll 
managers in the recently launched 
workplace mental-health training 
program developed by Queen’s Uni-
versity’s faculty of health sciences. It 
follows the federal government’s Na-
tional Standard of Canada for Psycho-
logical Health and Safety in the Work-
place, released in 2013.

“We want to see people’s creativity at 
work and for that they need to be well 

– both physically and mentally,” said 
Bill Morneau, former executive chair-
man of EAP provider and conference 
host Morneau Shepell, who is now 
Canada’s Finance Minister.

But stress in the workplace is not 
always bad, said sports psychologist 
Saul Marks, who consults with Cana-
da’s Olympic athletes. Anxiety is part 
of being at the top of your sport, so the 
question is how to cope with it and 
how to use it to fuel your performance 
rather than hinder it, he said.

At work, there can be times of exces-
sive work or stress, when employees 
need to overreach, he said.

“Sometimes that’s expected from 
employees,” he said. “They need to be 
warned that this will be tough.”

The key is for companies to balance 
those periods of heavy stress with pe-
riods of recovery, Dr. Marks said.

Too much stress can lead to depres-
sion and disability claims, he said, and 
that hurts employees and affects a 
company’s bottom line.

Managers need to watch their em-
ployees to see how they’re coping 
with their levels of stress. Pronounced 
fatigue, insomnia, a lack of concentra-
tion, anxiety, mood swings, irritability 
and escalating personal conflicts are 
all signs that an employee is under 
more stress than she can manage, he 
said.

Sometimes managers need to step 
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in, he said, and lessen someone’s 
workload, set more realistic goals, get 
employees to leave work earlier, and 
keep communication lines open so 
employees can let managers know 
how they’re managing. Companies 
also need to encourage healthy coping 
mechanisms such as proper nutrition 
and hydration, as well as exercise and 
relaxation techniques such as yoga 
and meditation.

And there needs to be a clear mes-
sage from all levels of the company 
that speaking up when they’re feeling 
too stressed is completely acceptable, 
Dr. Marks said.
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Mental-health issues left unchecked can influence the frequency, 
intensity and duration of performance issues

Why business leaders profit 
from mental-health literacy

By Bill Howatt

The task of business leaders is 
to guide their organizations to 

achieve a defined set of objectives. 
Many human resources leaders now 
use metrics such as “lost time” and 
“short-term disability claims” in order 
to get the attention of business lead-
ers and to make the business case that 
mental-health issues can affect their 
organization’s performance.

Intellectually, most business lead-
ers get the math, and they understand 
why mental health matters. What’s 
missing is a simple explanation for 
why and how mental health directly 
affects revenue. They need more than 
a set of metrics.

Business leaders who expand their 
mental-health literacy can gain insight 
into the root causes of mental-health 
issues, as well as where a given men-
tal-health problem falls on the contin-
uum from “stressed” to “mentally ill.” 
Without this understanding, business 
leaders can make the false assumption 
that there is nothing they can do ex-
cept figure out how to pay for it – and 

draw the false conclusion that a men-
tal-health issue equals mental illness.

Indeed, not all mental-health issues 
are created equal. Consider the follow-
ing examples:

Jack was a happy employee until his 
wife left him. He became emotionally 
overwhelmed – he stopped sleeping 
and eating, withdrew from friends and 
family, felt ashamed and became de-
pressed.

Jill grew up in a home with criti-
cal parents. From an early age, all she 
could recall was being told that she 
was never good enough. Her approach 
to life was to worry about failing. Jill 
was assigned to a new manager, who 
she felt was overly judgmental. Now, 
when asked to do a task she used to 
find simple, she is anxious to the point 
of panic, afraid of failing. As a result of 
this pressure, she is constantly tense, 
short with peers and jumpy. She miss-
es work more than she ever has.

Joe was diagnosed as being bipolar 
at the age of 24. He returned to work 
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after a stay in hospital, where it was 
determined that treatment would al-
low him to perform his functions at 
work. He understood that a normal life 
required him to adhere to his medica-
tion because he has a mental illness.

Each of these employees could end 
up on psychotropic drugs, but if we 
look at their cases through a mental-
health lens, they are completely differ-
ent: Jack’s was a situational life event 
that negatively affected his mental 
health; Jill’s psychosocial experiences 
shaped her belief system; Joe’s men-
tal illness is organic and facilitated a 
chemical imbalance.

Where an employee falls on the 
mental-health continuum defines his 
or her current state of mind. Every 
employee’s job is designed to support 
one or more functions, and each func-
tion’s success is dependent on specific 
key performance behaviours that will 
predict results. Employees can move 
along the mental-health continuum 
progressively or suddenly – their loca-
tion and their ability to cope will affect 
their performance. Mental-health is-
sues left unchecked can influence the 
frequency, intensity and duration of 
performance issues and the cost to the 
employer.

An employee who is living with low 
but chronic levels of job stress is car-
rying 10 extra metaphoric pounds of 
burden. However, without an aware-

ness of what is happening and why, 
this same person can move along the 
continuum from low to high risk. As 
the mental-health burden grows, so 
do the symptoms, health risk and 
complexity – it’s easier to deal with 
10 pounds of extra weight than with 
50 pounds. And the sooner it is dealt 
with, the less risk for serious health 
issues.

Like actual obesity, mental-health is-
sues aren’t always genetic. Lifestyle, in-
cluding exercise and diet, can predict 
risk. Physical education and health 
classes are designed to increase a stu-
dent’s physical literacy, but there is no 
broad, consistent workplace approach 
to teaching employees how to cope 
with work-life challenges and conflict, 
as there is with physical education.

Research by The Globe and Mail and 
Howatt HR Consulting, through our 
Your Life at Work Survey, shows that 
people who lack coping skills are at 
greater risk for mental-health issues. 
Exercise and diet aren’t always factors, 
but in many cases, they can explain 
the “why.”

Business leaders with better mental-
health literacy are in a better position 
to see mental health as a condition 
that falls on a continuum. It’s normal 
for people to move back and forth on 
this continuum, as they do with physi-
cal fitness. Most of us can relate: We 
understand that when we lose focus 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-says-were-stressed-and-not-loving-it/article22722102
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/survey-hows-your-life-at-work/article16524403/
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on our daily health habits, we can put 
on extra pounds, but we know that the 
cure is to lose this weight.

Dealing with mental-health issues 
is more complex than just develop-
ing coping skills, but for many, these 
issues do not have to be permanent. 
They are treatable and coping skills 
can be taught.

Business leaders who increase their 
mental-health literacy are less likely 
to assume that there are no solutions. 
They are more likely to challenge hu-
man resources leaders to explain 
why and how mental health is affect-
ing their organization. No longer will 
simple metrics be sufficient – they will 
want to see evidence of an integrated 
HR strategy that includes selection, on-
boarding, performance management, 
training and development, respectful 
workplace culture, rewards, engage-
ment and mental-health strategies, all 
working together to support mental 
health that has a positive effect on em-
ployees’ key performance behaviours.

Mental health is each employee’s re-
sponsibility. But mental-health literacy 
helps business leaders cast a critical 
eye on what they can do to support 
their employees. And it helps busi-
ness leaders understand how and why 
coping skills directly affect business 
results. In the end, a business’s success 
is dependent on what employees think 
and then do – in that order.
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There are financial and legal reasons why employers need to take 
a close look at their workplace environment and atmosphere

Can you afford to ignore 
employees’ mental health?

By Bill Howatt and Gillian Livingston

The topic of mental health and the 
workplace is increasingly becom-

ing the focus of conversation in the 
corner offices of Canada’s businesses.

Why? Because ignoring employees’ 
mental health and well-being is costly 
– in lost productivity, higher benefit 
and disability costs, and increased re-
tention expenses. And employers face 
the potential of higher legal costs if 
employees’ physical and psychological 
work environment causes their health 
to suffer.

The Mental Health Commission of 
Canada states that about 30 per cent of 
short- and long-term disability claims 
in the country are attributed to men-
tal-health problems and illnesses. The 
overall economic burden caused by 
mental illness in Canada totals about 
$51-billion each year, and a staggering 
$20-billion of that stems from work-
place losses.

A study by the MHCC estimated that 
the cumulative cost of mental health 
over the next 30 years is expected to 
be more than $2.3-trillion.

These statistics have led to an awak-
ening at the executive levels. “They 
realize they really have to do some-
thing,” said Claudine Ducharme, part-
ner at Morneau Shepell in Montreal, 
and co-lead of the firm’s national 
health consulting division.

Mental health is the top reason for 
workers to be on short-term disability 
leave, and the cost of chronic illnesses 
is also rising. “Now senior leaders are 
concerned about the negative impact 
of health on their bottom line,” Ms. 
Ducharme said.

http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/issues/workplace?terminitial=30
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/issues/workplace?terminitial=30
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CB0QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fstrategy.mentalhealthcommission.ca%2Fpdf%2Fcase-for-investment-en.pdf&ei=_mFdVIP2LMezyASe-YCYAg&usg=AFQjCNGHD6QpTm8-p1EP6RS_gftbqqozHg&bvm=bv.79189006,d.aWw  
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The impact of this issue on the Cana-
dian economy is one of the reasons the 
MHCC worked to create the National 
Standard of Canada for Psychological 
Health and Safety in the Workplace.

“It’s a guide an organization can use 
to develop and continuously improve 
their work environment,” explained 
Ms. Ducharme, who was on the com-
mittee that created the voluntary stan-
dard that was released in January, 2013, 
the world’s first such standard.

Included in the standard are 13 psy-
chological health and safety (PHS) 
factors, which outline key areas where 
organizations can improve their work-
place environment and their policies 
in order to reduce stress on workers 
and help keep them healthier.

The 13 factors deal with typical 
workplace and company culture is-
sues, including psychological support, 
competencies and protection; leader-
ship; respect; employee development; 
recognition and rewards; influence 
and inclusion; workload; engagement; 
work-life balance; and physical safety.

Many companies are not fully aware 
of how much the mental-health issues 
of their work force are costing them, 
said Charles Bruce, chief executive of 
the Nova Scotia Public Service Long-
Term Disability Plan Trust Fund, who 
also helped create the MHCC standard.

“Organizations that do not pay at-
tention to [the mental health of their 

employees] will have triggers” such as 
higher absenteeism, lower employee 
engagement scores, lower productivity 
and higher rates of accidents, he said. 
“The argument I have again and again 
is, what happens if you don’t do it?”

But addressing gaps in your work-
place culture and policies can be a 
daunting task for some companies. “It 
is such a mammoth issue,” he said “Or-
ganizations feel they don’t have the 
time, money, or resources” to tackle 
this challenge.

There are legal as well as financial 
reasons that should encourage compa-
nies to improve their workplace envi-
ronment and policies by following the 
MHCC standard, said Kelly VanBuskirk, 
an employment lawyer with Lawson 
Creamer in Saint John, N.B.

Employers who don’t foster a psy-
chologically safe workplace, ignore 
the mental health of their employees, 
or fail to accommodate those with a 
mental-health issue such as depres-
sion risk potential lawsuits, he said.

“We all know that depression can 
be extremely debilitating for an em-
ployee,” he said, and human-rights 
tribunals are awarding higher dam-
ages against companies who don’t 
fully accommodate employees with 
mental-health issues. “That’s a pretty 
clear risk.

“Employers who inflict or are neg-
ligent in allowing the infliction of 

http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/node/5346
http://shop.csa.ca/en/canada/occupational-health-and-safety-management/cancsa-z1003-13bnq-9700-8032013/invt/z10032013?utm_source=redirect&utm_medium=vanity&utm_content=folder&utm_campaign=z1003
http://shop.csa.ca/en/canada/occupational-health-and-safety-management/cancsa-z1003-13bnq-9700-8032013/invt/z10032013?utm_source=redirect&utm_medium=vanity&utm_content=folder&utm_campaign=z1003
http://shop.csa.ca/en/canada/occupational-health-and-safety-management/cancsa-z1003-13bnq-9700-8032013/invt/z10032013?utm_source=redirect&utm_medium=vanity&utm_content=folder&utm_campaign=z1003
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mental distress or some type of men-
tal disability caused by harassment 
or bullying, those employees are now 
finding more creative claims to make 
in the courts – distinct and apart from 
human-rights legislation,” he said.

By following the standard, employ-
ers will be more cognizant of the psy-
chological impact of their workplace 
and can take steps to improve it, and 
that “does provide you at least with a 
stronger defence against liability,” said 
Mr. VanBuskirk.

The Globe and Mail and Howatt HR 
Consulting’s Your Life at Work Survey 
and related articles focus on stress in 
the workplace and how it is a contrib-
uting factor that is negatively impact-
ing employees’ quality of life at work. 
The survey has found that employees 
with strong coping skills are more able 
to manage their stress, and that im-
proves their productivity and health.

Included in the series is a tool, cre-
ated by Howatt HR Consulting, to lead 
a company through the 13 factors of 
the mental-health standard, and show 
how employers can better support and 
justify the effort, time and resources 
required to slow down the current 
trends of mental-health risk in Cana-
dian workplaces.

This tool can help an organization 
establish a benchmark as to how the 
company is progressing with each of 
the 13 factors. While it does not replace 

the input and value of gathering infor-
mation from employees, it does help 
introduce the kinds of behaviours and 
expectations that will help decision 
makers examine opportunities and 
gaps and ask the questions that will as-
sist its successful implementation.

The 13 factors can be thought of as 
a set of best practises. One of the na-
tional leaders on 13 factors is Guarding 
Minds at Work, which provides a free 
set of comprehensive tools to help 
employers. The developers have been 
deeply involved in the research and 
collaboration that went into framing 
the 13 factors.

Other tools as part of the Your Life at 
Work Survey include the Cost of Doing 
Nothing Calculator, which gives deci-
sion makers a benchmark on the tan-
gible and intangible costs their com-
pany is facing due to high employee 
stress. There’s also a tool for employers 
to self-evaluate their current organi-
zational effectiveness and help them 
find ways to improve employees’ qual-
ity of work life. You can also find out 
the cost of having unproductive em-
ployees using this online worksheet.

https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.howatthronline.com/factors/
http://www.howatthronline.com/factors/
http://www.howatthronline.com/factors/
http://www.guardingmindsatwork.ca/info
http://www.guardingmindsatwork.ca/info
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/article16519716.ece/BINARY/Cost of Doing Nothing Calculator.xlsx
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/article16519716.ece/BINARY/Cost of Doing Nothing Calculator.xlsx
https://www.howatthronline.com/benchmark/
https://www.howatthronline.com/benchmark/
https://www.howatthronline.com/benchmark/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/productivity-table/article22192638/
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This tool can give you a benchmark in order 
to improve your company’s efficiency

Do you know if your company 
is efficient?

By Bill Howatt

Leaders have so many challenges in 
today’s competitive business en-

vironment, including hiring, training, 
and managing operations and budgets 
while needing to retain a productive 
and healthy work force.

In addition, increasing risks and 
costs associated with employee mental 
and physical health are gaining more 
attention. Challenges in the general 
health of the population and new leg-
islation are bringing this topic to the 
forefront for many executives.

Martin Shain, author of  Tracking the 
Perfect Legal Storm, provides a com-
pelling discussion on how changes in 
legislation and legal trends are increas-
ing pressure for employers to address 
employee health in order to maintain 
a psychologically safe workplace.

“From a time no more than 10 years 
ago, when only egregious acts of ha-
rassment and bullying resulting in 
catastrophic psychological harm could 
give rise to legal actions for mental in-
jury, we have arrived at a point where 
even the negligent and chronic inflic-

tion of excessive work demands can 
be the subject of such claims under 
certain conditions,” he writes in his 
report.

As a result, Howatt HR Consulting, in 
conjunction with The Globe and Mail’s 
Your Life at Work Survey, has cre-
ated the Organizational Effectiveness 
Benchmark, an online tool designed 
to start conversations among execu-
tives with the aim of improving how 
efficiently their company operates and 
how they manage their talent.

This tool originates from Howatt HR 
Consulting’s TalOp, an organizational 
development methodology to help 
improve a company’s efficiency. It 
focuses on removing confusion, im-
proving job fit, operations workflow 
and policies, and helping managers be 
more effective.

It also provides leaders with a snap-
shot of their organization’s current 
effectiveness by assessing executives’ 
perception of their organization across 
five levels: strategic, people/process, 
culture, management and employee 

http://www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com/pdf/Perfect_Legal_EN.pdf
http://www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com/pdf/Perfect_Legal_EN.pdf
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.howatthronline.com/benchmark/
http://www.howatthronline.com/benchmark/
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health. The results generated indicate 
the possibility of risk and untapped 
potential at a company.

Employers and managers can use 
the results to examine the company’s 
strengths and weaknesses with their 
leadership teams. The more measur-
able outcomes a company can obtain, 
the better the chance employers will 
reduce employee stress and enhance 
productivity, engagement and health.

When reviewing their results, leaders 
should pick one or two main points 
and then determine the most probable 
root cause of the problems and possi-
ble solutions. Leaders can then decide 
what they can and will do.

Once the online benchmark survey 
is completed, leaders get a report and 
can download an e-book titled Taking 
the Guesswork out of Managment.

This tool is an addition to The Globe 
and Mail’s Your Life at Work Survey, 
done in conjunction with Howatt HR 
Consulting. The survey gives employ-
ees a tool to self-evaluate their current 
stress, coping skills, health and en-
gagement.

Results from the ongoing survey 
continue to find that employees’ level 
of productivity is influenced by their 
ability to cope with workplace stress. 
The lower employees’ coping skills, 
the greater their risk for not working 
to their full potential and for reporting 
lower engagement levels and higher 

health risks.
The good news is that employers can 

help employees improve their coping 
skills through coaching, mentoring, 
and classroom and online workshops. 
The strategies can teach resilience, 
problem solving, decision making and 
managing emotions. Success, though, 
is dependent on employees’ motiva-
tion and willingness to learn and prac-
tise the skills and tools they are taught.

However, before leaders spend even 
a dollar on any action plan, they need 
to know what the potential return 
on investment – and the impact and 
benefit to their organization’s balance 
sheet – will be. And they need to make 
it clear to everyone how success will 
be measured.

Since corporate decisions are influ-
enced by money, leaders can use our 
Cost of Doing Nothing spreadsheet to 
estimate how much it’s hurting their 
bottom line to not help improve the 
health and well-being of their employ-
ees.

http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/why-should-a-company-care-about-its-employees-health/article16642848/#dashboard/follows/
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If you think the well-being of your employees doesn’t 
have a real impact on your bottom line, think again

Why should a company care 
about its employees’ health?

By Bill Howatt and Gillian Livingston

We know that many factors – in-
cluding sales and costs, but also 

leadership, productivity and employee 
engagement – have an impact on an 
organization’s ability to achieve its full 
potential.

Those at the top tend to focus on 
tangible factors, such as sales and 
costs, because they are definable and 
measurable. But what if this logic is 
flawed?

Companies formulate their budgets 
based on tangible variables that are 
used to predict financial risks and op-
portunities. But using the same for-
mula with employees will fail; people 
are far more complex than finances. 
Determining the value of people re-
quires factoring in tangibles such as 
sick days, as well as intangibles such 
as the amount of effort employees are 
putting into their jobs.

Most leaders understand that if their 
staff members are not managed ef-
fectively, it could hurt the company’s 
bottom line. The issues leaders need to 
pay attention to can include employee 

benefits, short- and long-term disabil-
ity, mental-health issues, absenteeism, 
presenteeism – where the employee 
shows up for work but does the job 
poorly or with no energy or enthusi-
asm – conflict, harassment, bullying, 
and employee retention and engage-
ment.

How do you estimate the cost to 
your company if these issues are not 
addressed? What’s the cost of having 
an employee do 70 per cent of their 
job? What if you let stress rise to cata-
strophic levels and allow workplace 
bullying to run rampant? Is there a 
corresponding cost to a corporation?

There is. Howatt HR Consulting has 
a valuable tool called the Cost of Doing 
Nothing Calculator.

This interactive spreadsheet gives 
leaders the power to estimate the costs 
associated with factors such as presen-
teeism and disability claims, to show 
companies what the cost is to them if 
they ignore the health and welfare of 
their staff at work. The calculator can 
indicate where a company should take 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/article16519716.ece/BINARY/Cost of Doing Nothing Calculator.xlsx
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/article16519716.ece/BINARY/Cost of Doing Nothing Calculator.xlsx
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action to reduce costs and mitigate 
risks, and to improve productivity.

The following hypothetical case 
study shows how this calculator works.

Let’s say a company with 500 em-
ployees has been operating profitably 
on the outskirts of a Canadian city for 
30 years. However, over the past five 
years, managers have been noting a 
higher turnover rate, among other 
staff issues.

The company’s chief operating of-
ficer can use the Cost of Doing Nothing 
Calculator to estimate the benchmark 
cost for both tangible and intangible 
human capital factors. As the COO 
makes entries in the calculator, he can 
see how and why total costs are rising.

The tangible costs are definable and 
logical, like a typical budget line item. 
It’s the intangible costs that make the 
COO shake his head. He can now see 
the cost of having a work force that 
wastes too much time gossiping and 
not dedicating more of their effort 
toward their job.

He can see that the cost of doing 
nothing and ignoring these issues 
is too great. His company is losing 
$3.8-million a year by failing to im-
prove the health and attitude of its 
staff.

Some leaders may object to spend-
ing money on human capital because 
it is considered a soft cost, or there is 
no budget for it. However, in the vast 

majority of organizations, the cost of 
doing nothing to support its staff are 
high. The Cost of Doing Nothing Cal-
culator can help leaders realize what 
human capital issues are costing their 
organization.

It will help them understand that 
spending time on people’s health and 
happiness can result in a significant re-
turn on investment through improved 
productivity and fewer disability cases.

Click on the title to take our Your Life at 
Work Survey and see how you are balanc-
ing the stress of life and work.

In addition, employers can take the 
employer version of the Your Life at Work 
Survey to rate their perception of their 
employees’ stress and coping skills.

Click here to get a list of ways to help 
reduce your stress.

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/article16519716.ece/BINARY/Cost of Doing Nothing Calculator.xlsx
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/article16519716.ece/BINARY/Cost of Doing Nothing Calculator.xlsx
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.howatthronline.com/benchmark/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/life-at-work/article17215952.ece/BINARY/Stress Reduction Handout.pdf
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As more workers seek help coping with problems at work and home, 
an employee assistance provider offers some timely advice

Four tips for employers to help 
staff manage stress

By Gillian Livingston

There has been a “staggering” 
increase in the number of calls 

made to its employee assistance pro-
grams over the past four years, says an 
executive with a company that pro-
vides such programs to employers.

Stephen Liptrap, executive vice-pres-
ident of Toronto-based Morneau She-
pell and general manager of Shepell, a 
global provider of EAP programs, says 
there has been a 50-per-cent increase 
in usage of its programs since 2010. 
Employees are calling for help to deal 
with a variety of stressful situations, 
everything from coping with increas-
ing workloads to help finding daycare 
spots to financial planning assistance.

People are simply under more pres-
sure today than ever before, Mr. Lip-
trap said, adding: “Stress levels in this 
world are just going to get more com-
plex.”

More people are juggling caring for 
their aging parents and young chil-
dren, they’re always on call with work 
because of mobile technology, and the 
financial crisis has left many with their 

finances in disarray, so many have 
turned to whatever resources are at 
their disposal to help them cope, Mr. 
Liptrap said.

“I’m not surprised [more people are 
using their company’s EAP programs] 
and I have a real hard time not think-
ing that’s going to increase,” he said.

A distracted and stressed employee 
is not going to be the most productive 
employee. The Globe and Mail’s Your 
Life at Work Survey, to which more 
than 7,000 Canadians have responded 
so far, found that workers with strong 
coping skills – those who felt able to 
deal well with the stress of their life 
and work – also consider themselves 
productive employees, putting in 80 
per cent or more effort into their work 
every day.

However, those who reported that 
they were less productive – putting 
in 70 per cent or less effort into their 
work every day – were far less likely to 
say they had strong coping skills.

Our survey found that 3 per cent of 
respondents said their stress has hit 

http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
http://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
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the “losing it” level, 39 per cent said 
they are “frustrated,” 49 per cent con-
sider themselves “OK,” and 9 per cent 
say they are “happy.”

So what can an employer do to help 
its employees cope with the stress of 
work and life? Mr. Liptrap offered the 
following suggestions:

1. Make people aware of their benefits

People need to know that “they 
can pick up the phone and get help” 
through their employee assistance 
plan, he said. They also need to know 
that most plans are available to the 
worker’s spouse and children if they 
are also facing issues for which they 
need professional help.

Many assistance plans offer a variety 
of ways to contact them. Aside from a 
1-800 phone line, most can be reached 
by text message, online chat or e-mail. 
That helps workers in open-concept 
offices who have little privacy for con-
versations while at work. They can 
go online and have a quick chat ses-
sion with a counsellor to explain their 
problem and arrange a time for an 
appointment later, Mr. Liptrap said. Or 
they can get an answer to a quick ques-
tion without having to draw atten-
tion to themselves. Morneau Shepell 
also has an app anyone can download 
called My EAP, available via device app 
downloading sites.

2. Teach managers to help

Managers are in a tough bind. They 
may see clearly that an employee is 
struggling, but need them to be pro-
ductive and may not want to address a 
potentially personal issue with a staff 
member at work.

Many EAP programs have counsel-
lors who can give advice to managers 
when they see that a staff member is 
struggling, helping them to approach a 
worker in an appropriate way, and can 
recommend resources to help out the 
colleague.

3. Create a resilient organization

If you help your employees learn 
the coping skills they need to manage 
work and stress, then you can prevent 
some staff members from feeling over-
whelmed, Mr. Liptrap said.

“How can you reach out in advance 
to organizations and teach them to 
be more resilient?” he asked. “How 
do you make it easier to cope?” Many 
EAPs have started to offer resiliency 
training, Mr. Liptrap said.

Resilency training teaches employ-
ees strategies to help them deal with 
change, manage the integration of 
their work and life, and manage their 
time better. The courses also promote 
healthful eating and exercise.

“Putting that together makes them 
more resilient,” Mr. Liptrap said.
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Some practical strategies include 
teaching staff to check e-mail infre-
quently so they’re not sidetracked, and 
limiting multitasking so workers focus 
on one thing at a time instead of split-
ting their attention, which can make 
them less efficient, more anxious and 
stressed.

Employers can also encourage staff 
to get more exercise. Many employers 
are integrating exercise into the day, 
some by giving out pedometers and 
then running contests to see which 
department took the most steps each 
week.

4. Reach out at key times

Stress often results from key mile-
stones in a worker’s life: moving up 
at work, getting married, having kids, 
finding daycare, dealing with teenag-
ers, handling finances, buying a house, 
dealing with a divorce, managing elder 
care, or dealing with a death or illness 
in the family.

Morneau Shepell has created infor-
mation packages based on key events 
in people’s lives that can be mailed to 
the home of an employee in advance 
of, for example, a child being born.

“You can sort of head off someone 
needing to call an EAP,” by providing 
them with information to help them 
manage the change in their lives.

The key is to help workers manage 
so that their stress levels don’t cause 

them health issues, which hurts both 
them and their employer, Mr. Liptrap 
said. There is a cost to these programs, 
but if the program prevents a worker 
from being off work, “that pays for it,” 
he said.
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Take our Quality of Life Survey and see where you’re at

Are you satisfied with your life?

By Bill Howatt

Welcome to The Globe and Mail’s 
Quality of Life Survey, presented in 

conjunction with Howatt HR Consulting. 
Click here to take our survey, measure 
your life stress levels, find out your Qual-
ity of Life score and determine how well 
you are coping with life overall.

How much life stress are you experi-
encing today?

When we refer to life stress, we are 
talking about life beyond just the 
workplace and its associated demands. 
Many people who are not working in a 
traditional workplace (such as stay-at-
home parents) have plenty of stress.

Life stress can originate from many 
sources, such as finances, balanc-
ing the demands of home and work, 
raising a family, caring for a family 
member, being unable to find time 
for yourself, or to enjoy the benefits 
of supportive friendships, and dealing 
with the challenges of keeping a loving 
relationship intact.

The stress of struggling to pay bills 
or managing debt negatively impacts 
many individuals in Canada. In fact, 
nearly 63,000 consumers faced bank-
ruptcy in 2015.

Another stress is divorce. In Canada, 

it is estimated that 70,000 people get 
divorced each year, and 33 per cent of 
first marriages end in divorce.

The Globe and Mail’s Your Life at 
Work Survey focuses on employees 
and the stresses they face in their work 
life. The goal is to provide an oppor-
tunity to self-evaluate stress, coping, 
engagement and health levels. The 
sum of the four scales defines the em-
ployee’s Quality of Work Life score.

To add to this conversation, the 
Quality of Life Survey takes a more 
global look at life satisfaction. Each of 
us has a defined amount of energy to 
manage all the demands of life. How 
much we use for work, for example, 
determines how much we have left for 
home.

This survey has four scales to help 
you examine your overall life satisfac-
tion. The stress scale examines com-
mon life stressors that many face on a 
daily basis. The engagement scale indi-
cates how engaged and active you are 
and your current level of fulfillment 
in these activities. The impact of stress 
scale measures how life stressors are 
impacting your overall quality of life, 
and the coping scale measures how 

https://www.howatthronline.com/life/ 
https://www.howatthronline.com/life/ 
https://www.bankruptcycanada.com/bankstats1.htm
https://www.bankruptcycanada.com/bankstats1.htm
http://www.separation.ca/wp-content/uploads/FELDSTEIN-FAMILY-LAW-Divorce-Fact-Sheet-2013.pdf
http://www.separation.ca/wp-content/uploads/FELDSTEIN-FAMILY-LAW-Divorce-Fact-Sheet-2013.pdf
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/life/ 
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effectively you are coping with stress. 
The sum of these four scales defines 
your Quality of Life Risk Index.

Similar to the Your Life at Work 
Survey, once you complete this survey 
you will see your score.

We anticipate that some will com-
pare their Quality of Work Life scores 
to their Quality of Life scores. This may 
uncover insights and perspectives that 
may help make decisions to improve 
your overall life satisfaction. The first 
step for change is awareness.

Similar to what we have done since 
February, 2014, with the Your Life at 
Work Survey, the findings from this 
survey will spark ideas for articles and 
ideas that can be shared regarding 
how to improve your overall life satis-
faction.

A person’s satisfaction with their 
life influences their happiness both at 
home and at work. When an individual 
does not feel satisfied, they often start 
to search for alternatives that may not 
always be in their best interest in or-
der to cope with life’s challenges. They 
may seek relief through overeating, 
the Internet, video games, drugs or 
alcohol. All of these have one purpose: 
to provide an escape from life so you 
don’t have to solve your problems.

The first step a person can take is 
to get their own benchmark of where 
they are now. If the results are not 
where you want to be, you can contin-

ue on the same track or start to make 
changes and look for alternatives. 
Behavioural change starts with aware-
ness; happiness and peace come from 
action.

https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
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Take the Quality of Student Life Survey to find out

Students: How stressed are you?

By Bill Howatt

Welcome to The Globe and Mail’s 
Quality of Student Life Survey, 

presented in conjunction with Howatt 
HR Consulting. Click here to take our 
survey, measure the degree of stress you 
are reporting as a student, find out your 
Quality of Student Life (QSL) score and 
determine how well you are coping.

Students in high school, college and 
university: How much stress do you 
have today?

While most people think about 
stress in a workplace environment, 
students also face their own stress-
es: to choose the right pathway for 
their future career, to do well at their 
courses, to deal with peer pressure, 
financial pressures, and taking care of 
everything by themselves – often for 
the first time far from home and their 
usual support systems.

It can be daunting, and some stu-
dents just find it too hard to cope with 
everything life is throwing at them all 
at once.

Research suggests that young adults’ 
risk for chronic disease and mental-
health issues continues to rise. The 
World Health Organization has report-
ed that chronic disease and disability 

is a growing concern in adolescents. 
What some may not know is that 70 
per cent of young adults living with 
mental-health problems can trace 
them back to childhood.

One of the most tragic byproducts of 
stress or mental-health disease in ado-
lescents is the prevalence of suicide. It 
is estimated that suicide accounts for 
24 per cent of all deaths among 15-to-
24-year-olds, compared to 16 per cent 
among those 25 to 44 years old. .

Reducing risks associated with 
chronic stress starts with self-aware-
ness. The Quality of Student Life 
Survey (QSL) helps students to self-

https://www.howatthronline.com/QSL/
https://www.howatthronline.com/QSL/
https://www.howatthronline.com/QSL/
http://www.who.int/maternal_child_adolescent/documents/9789241595704/en/. 
http://strategy.mentalhealthcommission.ca/the-facts/
http://strategy.mentalhealthcommission.ca/the-facts/
http://www.cmha.ca/media/fast-facts-about-mental-illness/
http://www.cmha.ca/media/fast-facts-about-mental-illness/
https://www.howatthronline.com/QSL/
https://www.howatthronline.com/QSL/
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evaluate their levels of stress, coping, 
engagement and health and provides 
real-time feedback. If a student’s score 
is far higher than desired, then that 
student has the option to take action, 
such as asking for coaching, counsel-
ling, mentoring or other supports to 
help manage the stresses of their cur-
rent situation.

The QSL was first launched and 
tested with students at St. Francis 
Xavier University in Antigonish, N.S. 
The stress and engagement scales were 
developed with the support of senior 
students Ginny Anderson, Stewart 
Barclay, Erin Ford, Marissa MacNeil 
and Jillian Marchand. This group over-
saw the promotion and launch of the 
QSL, analysis and reporting of results 
as part of a project for Dr. Mark Fuller, 
an associate professor in strategic 
management at the Schwartz School 
of Business at St. Francis Xavier Uni-
versity.

The QSL adopted the same meth-
odology used in both the Your Life at 
Work Survey and Quality of Life Sur-
vey, both done in conjuction with The 
Globe and Mail and Howatt HR Con-
sulting. Before launching, the students 
had to have the survey and methodol-
ogy approved by the university’s inter-
nal review board.

Group leader Stewart Barclay shared 
his view of the importance of tools 
like the QSL survey to engage students 

and help them become aware of how 
their choices and behaviours impact 
them both positively and negatively. 
He explained that when his group 
presented the results, they were well 
received and senior leaders were open 
to discover what students are thinking 
and doing.

Senior leaders now have useful in-
formation for planning and action. 
Mr. Barclay explains, “Many students, 
unfortunately, perhaps through heli-
copter parenting have not been pre-
pared to deal with life stress or failure. 
If you have never been trained to cope 
with stress, you will never learn how to 
cope appropriately. Students who have 
been overly sheltered and do not know 
how to fail often end up adopting 
negative coping strategies, or worse. 
We learned through the QSL first-hand 
how important coping skills are for 
students’ success.”

The QSL also captured how some 
students were abusing alcohol and 
that information was relayed to senior 
leadership at the university. Universi-
ties involved in QSL studies have the 
ability to not only capture data about 
the harmful actions some students 
are taking, but also to evaluate the 
relationships between coping skills 
and at-risk behaviour such as exces-
sive drinking or drugs. The St. Francis 
Xavier University study revealed that 
coping skills are a lead indicator that 

http://www.stfx.ca/
http://www.stfx.ca/
http://www.sites.stfx.ca/business/mfuller
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/theglobeandmail/
https://www.howatthronline.com/life/ /
https://www.howatthronline.com/life/ /
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can help predict which students may 
be at risk for poor health and lack of 
engagement and therefore may need 
additional help or support.

One key competency that the study 
found was the value of inserting cop-
ing skills such as resiliency and prob-
lem solving into students’ develop-
mental learning journey.

Students can take the QSL Survey by 
going to this link: https://www.how-
atthronline.com/QSL/. Once you’ve 
completed the survey, there is a free 
e-book with ideas to help students de-
velop and improve their coping skills.

https://www.howatthronline.com/QSL/
https://www.howatthronline.com/QSL/
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Bill Howatt, Chief 
Research and De-
velopment Officer 
for Workforce Pro-
ductivity, Morneau 
Shepell, has over 
25 years’ experi-
ence in strategic HR, 

mental health and addictions, and 
leadership. He has published numer-
ous books and articles, such as: The 
Coping Crisis, Pathways to Coping, 
TalOp®: Taking the Guesswork Out of 
Management, the Howatt HR Elements 
Series, the Wiley Series on Addictions, 
Human Services Counselor’s Toolbox, 
The Addiction Counselor’s Desk Refer-
ence, and The Addiction Counsellor’s 
Toolbox. He is the author of Beyond 

Engagement: The Employee Care Ad-
vantage and the creator of the Quality 
of Work Life (QWL) methodology and 
survey. He is the co-author of behav-
ioural engineering, a strategy aligned 
to the QWL to provide guidance on 
how to lead employees to facilitate 
behavioral change. 

He is a regular contributor to The 
Globe and Mail and is the driver be-
hind the Your Life at Work initiative, 
where there is a mini version of the 
QWL that has been explored by over 
10,000 Canadians. 

Bill Howatt is Ph.D., Ed.D., Post Doc-
torate Behavioural Science, University 
of California, Los Angeles, Semel In-
stitute for Neuroscience and Human 
Behaviour, RTC, RSW, ICADC.
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Work Survey. She led the launch of 
The Globe and Mail Morneau Shepell 
Thrive Award, which focuses on work-
place wellness. She is currently the 
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