HEALTH & WELL-BEING

Is the demon drink hidden in your office?

ELAINE LARKIN looks at how alcohol can have a diverse effect on workers, employers and the company as a whole

NE of the by-

products of our

culture of long

working  hours

is increased con-
sumption of alcohol to allevi-
ate stress, which is costing
employers in more ways
than one.

According to Sean Byrne,
lecturer in economics at
Dublin Institute of Tech-
nology, absenteeism surveys
show alcohol results in over
€1bn of lost output in Ireland
every year. “It’s very difficult to
pin down because people don’t
tell the truth and doctors’
certificates don’t mention the
word alcohol. The estimate of
€1bn is definitely a conserva-
tive estimate,” he adds.

According to a recent study,
The Irish drinking culture,
Irish adults are the highest
consumers of alcohol in
Europe, at 14.2 litres per
adult, which is helped by
increased numbers of women
and youth drinkers and binge
drinkers. Forty-eight per cent
of men and 16pc of women
were found to binge drink
once a week.

People who think the only
way alcohol affects the
workplace is if there is
someone swigging from a
vodka-filled hipflask at 10am
are wrong. Stephen Rowen,
clinical director of Rutland
Centre, says drinking on the
job is not as common as it was
in the past. “When I moved to
Ireland in the Seventies there
were a lot of businesses that
were tolerant of drinking

‘All the
professional
indications
and all the
anecdotal
indications
would say
thisis a
serious
problem in
Irish industry’

during the work day,” he
recalls. “Nowadays, it doesn’t
seem to happen very often.”

While drinking during the
working day may be an issue is
some places, the bigger issue,
explains Rowen, is absen-
teeism or underperforming in
the workplace when people
are present but not truly
available.

Rolande Anderson, project
director for the Helping
Patients with Alcohol
Problems initiative with the
Irish  College of General

Over 1bn euro of lost output is due to alcohol related absenteeism according to Sean Byrne of DIT, Dublin.

Practitioners, shares the same
belief. “All the professional
indications and all the
anecdotal indications would
say this is a serious problem in
Irish industry. And not just
industry; people often make
this mistake, it’s right through
every workplace,” he says.

In the Nineties there was a
41pc increase in alcohol
consumption, says Anderson.
“All the statistics of alcohol-
related harm show, for
example, there’s an increase in
STDs and an increase in

suicide rates. There’s an
increase right across the board
in everything. As far as I
believe this would create an
increase in the type of
situation where people are just
not able to work or don’t turn
up for work.”

Apart from classic absen-
teeism, other less obvious
effects are things like late
starts, the inability to work,
impact on morale in the
workplace and the effects on
other colleagues, continues
Anderson.

Not all there
Presenteeism is more subtle
than absenteeism and more
difficult to measure. “It’s just
that we know intuitively
it occurs, which is when
an individual is physically
present at work, but their
ability to perform at their best
at a reasonably good level of
productivity is substantially
compromised,” says Rowen.
The self-esteem of people
who get into serious trouble
with alcohol tends to take a
huge dive just before or after

they cross the line into fully-
fledged alcohol dependency,
says Rowan. “The self-
loathing really replaces self-
confidence and self-respect.
Then that has huge implica-
tions personally and profes-
sionally. So when an individ-
ual feels very down they can
be hostile, they underper-
form, they're negative, they're
a drain or a drag on a work
team. Theyre not only less
productive, but really they
take away from the ability of
the work group to achieve its

goals or objectives around
workplace performance.”

Employees who are de-
pendent on alcohol can cause
trouble, says Rowen. “Not in
the sense that theyre in a
drunken stupor or physically
causing some kind of mayhem
in the workplace. It’s usually
much more subtle than that.
It’s just a kind of negativity,
backbiting, resentment, com-
plaining, under-mining.”

Alcohol-related problems
in the home can have a knock-
on effect on a family member
in the form of absenteeism or
presenteeism. “The typical
example would be the wife of
somebody with an alcohol
problem who had a really
traumatic evening and can’t
go into work the next day
because theyre too trauma-
tised or too tired. Thats an
indirect effect on the
workplace that’s often forgot-
ten,” Anderson says.

One way a helping hand
can be given is through
Employee Assistant Pro-
grammes. The general feeling
on it from the US, says
Anderson, is for every dollar
spent on these assistance
initiatives a company saves
five dollars in terms of
productivity, output, acci-
dents and so on.

“The idea would be if an
[Cemployer] has somebody
with an alcohol-dependent
problem youre going to have
major problems and major
costs because of that in terms
of absenteeism, in terms of
the possibility of accidents

Caution: Drunk
men at work

One of the obvious dangers
of alcohol dependency is the
question of danger — when
it comes to health and
safety issues somebody who
is intoxicated should not be
allowed in the workplace.
Worldwide between 20pc
and 40pc of industrial
accidents and injuries in the
workplace are alcohol-
related. The dangers of
driving a company vehicle or
operating heavy equipment
while drunk springs to
mind. However, an alcohol-
related problem won't just
affect machinery; incidents
such as falling asleep on the
laptop, spilling coffee

down the back of a machine
or tripping over a wire
could all be deemed
alcohol-related.

and so on. You also have to
bear in mind that it’s not just
alcohol dependence that
causes problems, it’s people
who just overdo it and who
are not just fit for binge
culture,” concludes Anderson.

Resting on your laurels

Over a quarter of employees in a recent online survey reported not taking their full holiday entitlements. ANGELA SWEETMAN reports

ENSURING that em-ployees take
all their annual leave each year is
key to maintaining productivity
levels. According to a recent survey
conducted by RecruitIreland.com,
how-ever, a staggering 28pc of
respondents do not take their full
holiday entitlements. Of those that
do not, a significant 58pc said they
were “too busy in work” to take
their full holidays. A further 11pe
said it was not the done thing in
their company and 10pc said
it would affect their promotional
prospects to take their full holiday

entitlement.

The Organisation of Working
Time Act, 1997, states an employee
is entitled to a minimum annual
leave duration of four weeks,
although an employee’s contract
could entitle them to an increase
on this statutory amount. An
employer can decide when annual
leave may be taken, but this is
subject to certain conditions.
Employers must take into account
family responsibilities, opportuni-
ties for rest and recreation that are

available to employees and consult [
with you at least one month before

leave year, subject to a maximun

‘It is important
that employees

remember taking

holidays is a
health and
safety matter. It

would be serious

if an employer
suggested
employees don’t
take their full
holidays’

of four weeks.

Tt is illegal under the act for an
employer to pay an allowance in lieu
of the minimum statutory holiday
entitlement of an employee unless
the employment relationship i
terminated. Generally annual leave
is calculated on the basis of hours
worked (with the exception o
maternity leave, adoptive leave and
parental leave).

The survey also states that 66.5pc
of respondents are unhappy with
the 20 days’ statutory holiday:
available in Ireland and consider it
to be too short. Kennedy points ou

that 20 days reflects the Europear
directive. “We would all like more
holidays. We can’t step out of line
with our European counterparts.”

The act also states that most
employees are entitled to have paid
leave on public holidays, of whick
there are nine in Ireland each year
One exception is part-time employ-
ees who have not worked at least 40
hours in total in the five week:
before the public holiday.

Another reason for taking all o

Michael Kennedy, partner with
BCM Hanby Wallace Solicitors

hours during the leave year, which
runs from April to March. An
employee who has worked at least
1,365 hours in the leave year (ie an
average working week of 26.25
hours) is entitled to the maximum
of four weeks annual leave. Some
employers use the calendar year

leave is taken.
Holidays should be taken within

employee and his/her employer.

According to Michael Kennedy,

employers know what the basic
entitlements are but confusion can

On the issue of holidays,
Kennedy says his firm would

that a substantial number of cases
would go to court.

(January to December) to calculate
entitlement;

our holidays is to rest and rechargc
our batteries. “It is important that

the appropriate leave year or, if the
employee is willing, within six
months of the relevant leave year.
Carrying over annual leave is a
matter to be decided between an

partner with BCM Hanby Wallace
Solicitors, employers know what
the basic holiday entitlements are.
“When dealing with the typical the
worker who works nine to five,

Organisation
Time Act.”

arise with atypical workers and
their entitlements,” he says. “The
basic entitlements are set out in
of Working

receive calls relating to the entitle-
ments of atypical workers, the rate
of pay issue and also entitlements
on termination where an employee
hasn’t availed of full leave. He says

annual leave:

Calculating leave
There are three ways of calculating

« Based on the employee’s working

¢ By allowing one-third of a
working week for each calendar
month in which the employee has
worked at least 117 hours;

« 8pc of the hours worked in the

employees  remember  taking
holidays is a health and safety
matter. It would be serious if an
employer suggested employees don
take their full holidays.”

CASE STUDY:
Microsoft’s healthy
attitude

Microsoft is one company that knows how to keep
its staff healthy and happy, offering free comple-
mentary therapies to all its employees.

“We offer four different therapy sessions,” says
Clive Evans, human resources manager with
Microsoft Ireland, “chair massage, reflexology,
shiatsu and aromatherapy. This is part of our overall
health and well-being programme, carefully planned
to reflect national health events and current topical
health initiatives within Microsoft that are important
to our staff.”

According to Evans, the objective is to promote
the awareness of health and well-being within the
organisation and encourage the proactive manage-
ment of healthy lifestyles. “This particular service
complements our broad health and well-being
programme, which includes talks and stands in our
cafeteria on relevant health topics, our internal gym
and the assistance of our onsite ergonomists.

"Each of the therapy sessions provides different
benefits for the individual availing of them,” Evans
explains. "If, for example, you avail of aromatherapy
you may get relief from back, neck and shoulder
pain, increased flexibility and awareness and
released tension. The therapy sessions also provide
employees with a better sense of work-life balance.”

The employees in Sandyford register for free
therapy sessions and an appointment is logged in
their work schedule for the session.

Driving down the obesity road

You'll feel the benefits of leaving the car behind and walking or cycling to work

PEOPLE who commute to work by car are
more at risk of becoming obese compared
to those who walk or cycle, research
has shown.

The study, by the University of British
Columbia in Canada and published in
the American Journal of Preventative
Medicine, says every additional 30 minutes
a person spends in a car translates into a
3pe greater chance of being obese.

“It is nothing more than one would have
expected,” comments Dr Will Fennell, Cork
University Hospital cardiologist and
president of the Irish Heart Foundation.

Fennell, who is a member of the National
Taskforce on Obesity, believes walking or
cycling more and relying less on the
car to get to work can be helpful in
tackling obesity.

The University of British Columbia
research found that every additional
kilometre a person walks is associated with
about a 5pc reduction in being obese.

Instead of walking, people get in a car
hoping to get home instantly, says Fennell,
when in fact they are probably going to be
stressed in traffic. “People are commuting
longer, driving longer. The opportunity to
cycle to work is not as much of an option as
it would have been a generation ago.”

The taskforce is trying to encourage
people to walk more, which can reduce the
risk of obesity — according to the Canadian
study, people who live in areas where shops

People who have long commutes are more likely to be at risk of obesity

‘There is the
temptation to
watch television
for hours on end
instead of going out
and participating’

and businesses are within easy walking
distance are 7pc less likely to be obese,
lowering their relative risk of obesity
by 85pc.

In Irish terms, people in larger urban
areas as opposed to small towns are
probably more likely to be at risk of obesity
from long commutes, Fennell speculates.

Adding to the risk of obesity is people’s
tendency to grab processed foods and
snacks on their way to and from work. At
home, says Fennell, people rush their
meals, eating the wrong types of food to
sit in front of the television. “There is
the temptation to watch television for
hours on end instead of going out
and participating.”



