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THE HIGH COST OF WORKPLACE STRESS

Toxic environment
Today’s workplace practices have created a tidal wave of mental illness
that’s costing our economy billions of dollars in lost productivity
BY BILL WILKERSON

The following is part of speech given at the Royal Ottawa Hospital
Business Luncheon on May 6.
talk to businesspeople about
mental health issues nose-tonose, not heart-to-heart. The
business case for mental health
must be made on business and economic grounds.
Here’s why: In lost business production alone, mental ill health in
the labor force costs this country
about $33 billion a year. This does
not include the costs of treatment
and health care. That equates to
about three per cent of our national
economy and six per cent of our national debt. Meanwhile, a number of
companies have begun to develop
their own numbers.
One steel maker estimates that
mental illness in its workforce costs
the company more than $60 million
a year. One oil company pegs it at
$300 million a year in lost oil production — or 11 million barrels a
year. One big bank, $30 million to
$40 million a year.
Further, more than a third of all
the disability insurance claims being recorded by our largest insurers
relate to mental health problems.
And get this — only 10 per cent of
those claims involve suspected malingering. Ninety per cent are authentic.
The financial markets, moving
data around the world in seconds,
demand more immediate returns;
the workplace intensifies as larger
public companies increasingly think
short term. An era of mass layoffs
ensues, moving human capital
around. Job security is lost — a software civilization is born. People
drown in e-mails and voice-mails
and pervasive change. A generation
of stressed-out executives, managers and workers is thus born.
Since 1993, workplace stress has
enveloped Canada like air pollution.
Emotional work hazards have become industry’s principal health
and safety concern. The Roundtable
has identified four management
practices which are most likely to
aggravate or precipitate mental
health problems at work:
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• The imposition of unreasonable
demands on subordinates.
• Withholding information that is
materially important to them to carry out their jobs.
• Refusing to give employees reasonable discretion over the day-today means and methods of their
own work.
• And failing to credit or acknowledge the contributions and achievements of employees.
We have also isolated the leading
sources of problem stress at work:
• Rejecting “out of hand” employee workload and deadline concerns.
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MELTDOWN: Today’s ‘cuts culture’ means many Canadians spend their days
in hurried workplaces, worried and rattled by the risks of sudden change.

• Creating a treadmill effect in the
allocation of work priorities.
• Pushing unnecessarily tight
deadlines as a force-feeding performance management technique.
• Promoting an “e-mail only” culture of one-on-one communication.
• Jumping to conclusions that individual performance problems are
attitudinal, not health-based.
• Managers changing priorities
without notice or reason.
• And tolerating a culture of ambiguity or confusion which distorts
the employment contract.
Federal civil servants call me off
the record and only from home.
They feel gassed by the office politics and leaderless disposition of
the departments of government in
which they work. They talk openly
about abusive bosses and chaotic
management. They speak in desperation. And they suffer alone.
As an industrialized society, we
have become hardened to emotional distress for growing numbers of
people — even in good times — as a

OWLS VERSUS LARKS:
THE OFFICE WARS
BY JARED SANDBERG

very morning, Margaret Wong does
something that will be heartwarming to some and horrifying to others: She rises and shines at 4:30 a.m.,
long before the sun comes up. By 6 a.m.,
the 53-year-old immigration lawyer has
arrived at her office and is sipping coffee, responding to e-mails, reading the
paper — any tasks, she says, that don’t
require interaction. That’s because, at
that ungodly hour, many of her colleagues are still bunked down.
Eventually, the late sleepers will wobble into work. To accommodate them,
Ms. Wong has moved the 8 a.m. staff
meeting to 9 a.m. She adjusts, she says,
but she doesn’t understand the night
owls — “I just think they’re not disciplined,” she confides — any more than
they understand a morning lark like her.
Of all the gulfs in understanding at the
office, among the most difficult to
bridge is that between morning and
night people. On the one hand, think
bushy-tailed company lawyers who eat
lunch at 11 a.m. On the other, consider
the bleary-eyed techies for whom the
only thing as bad as waking up early is
the people who enjoy it so loudly.
The conflict between the morning
larks and the night owls would be the
office equivalent of the Bloods versus
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the Crips if, at any given time, one gang
weren’t so pooped.
The 9-to-5 shift overwhelmingly
favours larks. When has anyone complained that employees show up too
early? Owls, on the other hand, are frequently stigmatized as recalcitrant slugabeds who fritter time and resources
on the company’s dime.
That stigma is another sign that shallow emblems of productivity impress
managers more than results. After all,
the 9-to-5 shift has become an anachronism in the 24-hour global economy. It
fails to take into account the impact of
e-mail and other technologies in making
traditional work hours less relevant.
It also ignores biology. High schools
and colleges have finally woken up to
that fact, increasingly delaying the beginning of classes to better suit the biological clocks of students whose sleep
cycles naturally slip later into the night.
“It is absolutely crazy to expect highschool and college students to learn
things at 7 a.m.,” says Timothy Monk, director of the Human Chronobiology Research Program at the University of
Pittsburgh. Similarly, he says “it makes
more sense for (employees) to work
during hours they are productive than
some artificial 9-to-5 schedule.”
In fact, staff meetings, which typically
start at 9 a.m., would apparently be bet-

“natural” implication of doing business in a highly competitive global
economy.
We have become all too accustomed to workplace stress that is too
pervasive, too widespread and often
very toxic. We have become accustomed to mass layoffs and perpetual
downsizing as the first, not last, alternative for companies dealing with
cost or competitive problems.
Ironically, companies that use
downsizing to achieve their bottom-line goals in fact do less well
than their competitors that use topline growth to realize shareholder
value. Yet we live in a “cuts culture”
and as a result, millions of Canadians live their daily lives hurried,
worried and rattled by the risks of
sudden change. The result is an environment hostile to the everyday
health of the workforce.
Myth and misinformation is the
No. 1 barrier to treatment and recovery from mental illness. For generations, our compassion and common sense have been frozen stiff by
the cold stare of stigma. This is

ter 12 hours later. Thomas Wehr, a research psychiatrist at the U.S. National
Institute of Mental Health, has studied
daily sleep cycles and has found that almost no one can fall asleep around 9 p.m.
“Ironically, the period when we’re most
alert and at the highest state of arousal is
after we leave work,” he says.
Our biological clocks, known as circadian rhythms, repeat every 24.5 hours,
but are affected by light. Before electricity, human beings were active during
daylight, particularly because the fuel
used to create candlelight was a precious commodity. “They used to sleep
more before the invention of the lightbulb,” says Meir Kryger, director of the
Sleep Disorder Center at St. Boniface
General Hospital. “Except for sex, what
were you going to do at night?”
The lightbulb changed all that. But
Ben Franklin’s “early-to-bed” slogan
persisted, even as a British Medical Journal study published in 1998 found “no
evidence” that early-to-risers were
healthier, wealthier or wiser.
That has forced owls to continue to
take ridiculous steps to avoid ruffling
larks’ feathers. When possible, Ryder
Smith, a late-sleeping 29-year-old, makes
a pre-emptive scheduling strike. “I’ll be
the one to schedule the meeting if I perceive a risk that the meeting will be
scheduled earlier than I prefer,” he says.
To keep his supervisor at bay when he
worked at a big media company, David
Natter, a 37-year-old computer consultant, made sure to advertise his departure time. “I would think of some reason
to shoot him an e-mail so he would see
the time that I left,” Mr. Natter says.
Night owls are generally more forgiv-
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hugely important because the most
supportive instruments of recovery
that we have are a welcoming community, a supportive family, a job, a
decent place to live and belong, an
understanding word or a visit in the
afternoon.
Yet the mythology holds that people living with serious mental illness
cannot recover. This is untrue. Or
that they are helpless. Spectacularly
untrue. We now know that people
living with mental illness can and do
recover. And where this fact can really make a difference is in the workplace. But we need to know more.
We need research on the impact
of stress in the work place on mental illness and addiction. This needs
to be linked to a study of how
changes in management and other
workplace practices can reduce
stress.
Finally, we need to understand
better the cost-benefit balance of
these changes so we can demonstrate to management and shareholders that there is a clear bottomline payoff from these efforts.
We must equip corporations with
the knowledge to measure the return on their investment in the
health and well-being of their employees. We must see the link between recovery and returning to
work and integrate these concepts
at the heart of our future approach
to disability management.
For research in this area to summon corporate funding, on a broad
base, it must demonstrate how absenteeism and productivity loss can
be reduced on a continuing basis.
Business must understand the
factors that affect the migration of
employee stress and burnout to depression — and what we can do
about it. What are the influences of
gender, age, occupation or geography on the prevention and management of mental disability?
Why do younger men and women
employees who go on mental disability never return in such high
numbers? What is behind the phenomenon of men and women with
longer company service — in, say,
their 10th or 12th years of employment with the same company — apparently being more vulnerable to
depression than employees with
fewer years of service? What can
we do to alter this course of events?
How can managers facilitate the
earlier detection of mental disorders among the people reporting to
them? What form of integrated
mental health service system —
public and private — is best suited
for an economy where cognition,
mental performance and innovation
keep business competitive?
People with mental illness do recover, get back to their jobs, get
well, and stay well. Their story can
have a happy ending.
BILL WILKERSON is president
of the Canadian Business and Economic
Roundtable on Mental Health.

ing of larks than the other way around.
Novelist Daniel Weiss, who can keep his
own hours, retires at 5 a.m. and “rises at
the crack of noon,” he says. He understands that the 9-to-5 world favours larks,
but it does irritate him when people
phone at 10:30 in the morning. “Where
are these people’s manners?” he asks.
Lauren Winer Marrus, president of an
online stationer in Manhattan, wakes up
at 5:30 a.m. She says she gets a cab in no
time, slips through a line-less Starbucks
and is greeted by a waiting elevator. She
is able to get work done that would take
a lot longer later in the day, she says, and
“I am pretty proud of myself.”
Owlish employees can try her patience. Tardiness “has never been the
sole reason for letting someone go,” she
says, but she concedes that “it has been
a contributing factor.”
THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

Hillary’s
best
friend
BY DICK MORRIS

ill Clinton has now been
out of office for 39 months.
There are but six months
to go until the election. Why
must he choose June to publish
his memoirs?
Why bring them out during
the election campaign?
Couldn’t the $10-million U.S.
payday wait a few more weeks
until the election was over?
Obviously, John Kerry would
rather that Clinton wait until
after the election to publish.
Clinton used to flinch whenever Jimmy Carter spoke in
public during his 1992 campaign.
Constantly fearful of identification with Carter’s presidency,
Clinton went out of his way to
distance himself from his predecessor.
Al Gore needed to give Clinton a wide berth in 2000, not
just because of Monica Lewinsky, but in order to establish his
own identity as an “alpha male.”
Hillary, too, needed her own
space during her Senate race
and Bill Clinton co-operated,
staying on the sidelines, discreetly quiet while Gore and
Hillary ran their campaigns. So
why is Clinton jumping in now?
The impact of Clinton’s memoirs on the Kerry campaign cannot have escaped so astute a political observer as the 42nd president. He knows full well what
he is doing and what its effect
on the Kerry campaign will be.
When Clinton’s book hits the
shelves, Kerry will not be able
to get a word in edgewise. All
the stories will be about Clinton, just as the Democratic candidate for president is trying to
define his themes and get out
his message.
Clinton will, of course, use the
book tour to campaign for Kerry.
He will knock President Bush
and praise the Massachusetts
Democrat extravagantly. But
nothing will deflect from the attention Clinton will get and Kerry will not. There is only so
much oxygen in the room, and
Clinton will suck it all up.
Clinton is publishing now because he wants to deprive Kerry of momentum. He realizes
that if Kerry wins, Hillary will
probably never be president.
He knows that she won’t be able
to run in 2008 because a victorious Kerry would undoubtedly
seek re-election.
Even in 2012, it is Kerry’s vicepresident who would be the
likely nominee and, if he or she
wins, run for a second term in
2016. By 2020, Hillary will be 73.
Or is Clinton publishing in
June to generate momentum to
force Kerry to put his wife on
the ticket? Either way, he must
know the impact his publication
is likely to have. Kerry did not
have a very good introduction
to the American people. His
post-primary period has been,
thus far, a disaster, with his own
flubs emphasizing Bush’s accusation that he is unready to lead
America during wartime.
The Democratic National
Convention, in early August, is
his chance to reintroduce himself. He needs all of June and
July to build momentum. But
instead, he will face all Clinton
all the time.
After the Democratic convention, Kerry faces two events
that will leave him gasping for
breath — the Republican convention at the end of August
and the third anniversary of the
9/11 attacks. He desperately
needs a good summer to prepare and fortify his vote against
these shocks.
But now Clinton is robbing
him of the chance. And that is
not by chance.
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DICK MORRIS was an adviser
to former U.S.president Bill Clinton.His latest book is “Off With Their Heads: Traitors,
Crooks,and Obstructionists in American
Politics,Media and Business.”

SUBMISSIONS
We welcome opinion articles. Those
whose work is accepted for publication
will receive prompt replies. All articles
must include the author’s name, address and daytime telephone number.
Submissions may be edited for length,
clarity and style.
Send to: Graham Green,
editorial pages editor,
The Ottawa Citizen,
1101 Baxter Rd, Ottawa, K2C 3M4
Fax: 726-5858
Phone: 596-3786
E-mail:
ggreen@thecitizen.canwest.com

JONATHAN ERNST, REUTERS

A Clinton tag team KO’s Kerry.

