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Every company would like to consider itself a well-oiled machine, cranking out whatever product or service it provides. But businesses are not made of robots, they're made of people. And though Americans are particularly dedicated taskmasters when it comes to the “daily grind,” sometimes the pressures of business-as-usual can become unusually overwhelming. Stress from work or personal issues can take an emotional toll on employees; incidents such as robberies, workplace violence, and deaths can also make a significant mark. Neglect the problem and employee productivity decreases and resentment is harbored against the company. But offer a helping hand and workers will be appreciative and are likely to recover more quickly from the incident. 

One mechanism that can help workers deal with a traumatic event is crisis counseling. Having a trained and experienced professional to talk to can help employees understand their feelings and ensure that they receive the proper treatment. Michael A. Crane, president of Northbrook, Ill-based Security and Risk Consultants Limited, advised businesses to incorporate counseling and employee assistance programs (EAPs) into their emergency response and business continuity plans. "It just gets your employees back to work earlier," said Crane. 

Dr. Robbie Burnett, PhD, of Houston, Tex-based Trauma Counseling, noted that counseling's objective "is to get the victim back to their previous ability to cope prior to the trauma." But it is important to remember that crisis counseling is short-term, added Elizabeth Crowe, director of the Emergency Assistance Program for the Chicago Fire Department. "It deals with the here and now," she said. 

Lingering Effects
After a disaster, restoring employees' peace of mind is just as crucial as recovering data from a computer. The events that warrant employee counseling vary from personal incidents to large-scale corporate disasters. While robberies, plane crashes, and workplace violence may be among the obvious, events like a downsizing, divorce, or unexpected employee or family death could also necessitate counseling services. Certain industries, including the airline and banking industries, are aware of the need for counseling, but a majority of businesses are not proactive in their counseling preparations. Most organizations are unfamiliar with the need for these services because they have not experienced an incident for which they would need counseling, Crane explained. 

The detrimental impact a lack of counseling can impose on a business in the wake of an actual disaster often provides a sound wake up call to implement such services. According to Don Saracco, vice president of Irvine, Calif-based MLC & Associates, a traumatic experience can have powerful residual effects on an individual's psyche. As Saracco put it, "stuff lingers with folks."

Dr. Jakob Steinberg, professor of psychology at Madison, NJ-based Fairleigh Dickinson University who specializes in trauma and disaster mental health, said that people can suffer physiological and psychological effects from a traumatic experience. Physiological indications include sweating, breathing changes, and heart palpitations. Psychological repercussions include impacts on one's cognitive memory, judgement, and clarity as well as emotional changes, such as depression or anger.

Lawrence Bergmann, PhD, president of Columbia, SC-based Post Trauma Resources, stated that companies need an open line of communication with workers and should be actively involved with them during a crisis. If an organization's human element is not handled properly it could hurt morale, the public's perception of the company could change, and productivity could decline, he explained. 

Agnes Huff, PhD, executive vice president and chief administrative officer of Santa Monica, Calif-based Fraser Huff, added that a worker who is unable to cope could exhibit withdrawal and a poor attendance record-potentially hurting the company's profitability and creating difficulties with coworkers.

The best way to be prepared is by providing a crisis counseling component within the corporate contingency plan. Dorothy B. Mayer, president and director of program services at Chicago, Ill-based Crisis Solutions Inc, explained that a successful trauma response plan must have the buy-in of top management. This plan should identify the traumatic events, who the responders will be, the key players to develop the plan, and the corporate goals and needs.

While there may not be direct tangible results from developing a counseling component, the effort is worthwhile in the long-term. Saracco suggested that businesses view it as "invest a bit now so we don't have to pay a lot later." Building the human effort into day-to-day operations via a retained counselor or in-house EAP can help, as these services can be activated/expanded during a traumatic event, Saracco noted. 

Handle With Care
From the executive suite to the mailroom, no one is immune to the emotional and/or physiological impact a traumatic incident can bring. "Treat each person as an individual, aside from their role in the company," Huff advised. She added that each person will react differently, and the assistance needed could range from prolonged individual counseling to medication or hospitalization. 

It is important for employees to know that what they experienced was catastrophic and that it is normal to have a reaction, said Crowe. A counselor can assist employees by giving them "permission" to express their feelings, she added. Counselors can also notify employees of potential symptoms that they may experience and how to monitor sleeping and eating patterns for disturbances.

By allowing the individual to discuss their emotions, a counselor is able to build on the worker's resilience. Counselors can also help assess when the individual will be able to return to work and what changes may need to be made at the workplace before a return, according to Burnett. For example, after a robbery, a bank may need to remove bushes, install extra cameras, and hire additional security guards. 

In some instances, employees may not want counseling services, feeling that they are able to handle the situation on their own. While some employees do have the appropriate coping mechanisms for self recovery, experts indicated that a company’s offer to provide counseling demonstrates a concern for their well-being, whether or not it is accepted. Conversely, businesses must not speed services along or assume that counseling is "a one shot deal." Some incidents might affect various employees for a full year though a company anticipates only six to eight weeks of recovery time. 

This preconceived notion of a reasonable recovery time is dangerous because it pressures employees to be fine, according to Bergman. Workers are less likely to use counseling services if they do not feel supported and feel pressure that they should move on, he added. 

Timing Is Everything
Exactly when a counselor should be called in to meet with employees after a crisis will depend on the business and the nature of the event. If a company waits too long for an intervention the damage could be done. According to Burnett, this damage may include an increase in the individual's guilt level and a shift in feelings for the company. "The sooner the better," she suggested. 

According to Crowe, a “defusing” should occur within 30 to 40 minutes after the event if possible. A defusing is an informal meeting with a counselor that details the who, what, where, and when of the event. If the defusing cannot take place within the first hour of the incident, it should occur within the first 24 hours. A more formal session, known as a debriefing, uses a more structured approach to discuss the incident. According to experts, employees that go through debriefings often return to work earlier than those that do not attend. Debriefings can also be a good assessment tool, but they should be combined with other mental health services and strong business support. 

Follow-up sessions will also be used to check on the adjustment of employees. Take heed that the adjustment period may take a while. It is not unusual for workers to still have symptoms-like sleeping disorders and changes in eating habits-a full month after an event, according to Steinberg. Each employee's recovery timeframe varies, depending on factors including the nature of problem and how responsible the individual feels for the situation. 

While immediacy may be crucial for certain situations, Bergmann stressed that appropriate timing is just as important. For example, if the event involved the death of an employee(s), counseling services should take into consideration wake and funeral arrangements. 

The Perfect Match
Finding the right counselor is no easy task. The professional hired to counsel employees will need to be a perfect fit, otherwise there could be misdiagnoses or mistreatments, according to Burnett. 

Prior to hiring a counselor, conduct an audit of what procedures are already in place at your organization, Crane suggested. An employee assistance program may be able to provide the services needed, with additional counselors used on a consulting basis. Once the business accounts for existing procedures, it can decide what additional counseling plans it wants in place.

Don't put too much stock in credentials. According to Burnett, a counselor does not necessarily need a PhD or a Master's degree, but he/she does need experience and expertise/skills in the specialized area of trauma. When checking out candidates, keep in mind the individual's training background, experience, and the size and scope of the disasters they have handled.

Potential professionals to choose from for counseling services include psychologists, social workers, and EAP personnel. Businesses can also use a clergy member, Huff added. However, if an unlicensed professional is chosen for initial counseling, the company must recognize when the person is beyond their training. At that point someone like a licensed psychologist or social worker should be called. 

Tap your healthcare provider, local police and fire departments, other businesses, the American Red Cross, the Internet, conferences, magazines, and local psychological and EAP associations for counseling advice and referrals, advised trauma experts. If an EAP program already exists at your company but it cannot handle the counseling workload, ask for referrals. Consider hiring more than one counselor, or having a counselor or two to back up your first choice. This can be extremely important during large disasters or community-wide events. Be sure to identify some local providers, as your business will want easy access and an immediate response when services are needed. 

Once a counselor(s) is selected, establish a relationship prior to utilizing services. This gives the counselor the opportunity to learn the company's culture, operations, and terminology. It is also important for the counselor to realize what the company needs, wants, and expects. The cost of counseling services will depend on the agreement reached between the counselor and company. Businesses can either sign a contract to guarantee 24x7 availability, or pay for services rendered, which provides no availability guarantee. Burnett noted that financial assistance for employees is available via worker's compensation, victim's assistance programs, and insurance. 

Truth or Consequences
Counselors often have a few obstacles in their path when dealing with companies and their employees after a trauma. Educating both parties on false beliefs can help to overcome them sooner. One concern of workers is the fear that the counselor will violate their confidentiality agreement, but counselors are sensitive to the issue. "Employees will disclose a lot of information. As a counselor you have to keep things in perspective knowing that the information is confidential," Crowe said. 

Another misunderstanding is the breadth of counseling services. Some individuals are apprehensive because they feel the counseling they will receive is psychotherapy or a form of drug/alcohol abuse counseling. Misconceptions about the length of time counseling should take and treatment methods are also roadblocks. Some companies falsely assume all employees can receive identical treatment. 

"You can't treat them all the same," Burnett stated. Different levels of assistance will be needed depending on the reactions employees display. The workplace must have ongoing planning, education, and training. As Mayer put it, "You can't just handle the event and expect everything to be fine." 

Providing Closure
The way in which a company returns to business is crucial for those employees who have been through a workplace trauma. According to Steinberg, many workers will take the ordeal personally and might have strong feelings toward the organization. Employees could get angry at the company, feeling that they were unnecessarily put at risk. Some might be disappointed in the corporate response. 

It is important for the company to have a gameplan prior to an incident because the response will have a lasting impression on employees, Burnett stated. Actions such as planning memorials and recognizing anniversary dates will not only show the company cares about its workers, but will provide employees with a sense of closure as well, added Bergmann. Employees may never forget what happened, but counseling may make it easier for them to accept it and move on. 

