€Y Routledge

g Taylor &Francis Group

Journal of Workplace Behavioral Health

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/Ioi/wjwb20

EAP evaluation 2010-2019: What do we now know?

Rick Csiernik, Mikaeli Cavell & Ben Csiernik

To cite this article: Rick Csiernik, Mikaeli Cavell & Ben Csiernik (2021): EAP evaluation
2010-2019: What do we now know?, Journal of Workplace Behavioral Health, DOI:
10.1080/15555240.2021.1902336

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/15555240.2021.1902336

ﬁ Published online: 30 Mar 2021.

\]
[:J/ Submit your article to this journal &

A
& View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data (&'

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=wjwb20


https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=wjwb20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/wjwb20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/15555240.2021.1902336
https://doi.org/10.1080/15555240.2021.1902336
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=wjwb20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=wjwb20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/15555240.2021.1902336
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/15555240.2021.1902336
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15555240.2021.1902336&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-30
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15555240.2021.1902336&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-30

Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

JOURNAL OF WORKPLACE BEHAVIORAL HEALTH
https://doi.org/10.1080/15555240.2021.1902336

39031LN0Y

‘ W) Check for updates‘

EAP evaluation 2010-2019: What do we now know?

Rick Csiernik?, Mikaeli Cavell®, and Ben Csiernik®

*ing’s University College at Western University, London, Canada; "Ontario Tech University,
Oshawa, Canada; “Canadian Memorial Chiropractic College, Toronto, Canada

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Five electronic databases were searched using the key words Received 9 January 2021
“Employee Assistance.” “research” and “evaluation” for articles Accepted 8 March 2021
published from 2010 to 2019 along with a manual search of
the two prominent journals in the Employee Assistance field.
Twenty-six evaluations were found which were categorized . .

X , X . program; case study; needs
using Macdonald’s evaluation typology into four groups: assessment; outcome
needs assessments (n=1), program development [case study] evaluation; process
(n=3), outcome (n=15) and process (n=7). There were as evaluation
many international as American studies (n=13). While most
evaluations were conducted by organizations with internal
models (n=9) they were not the majority as there were eight
evaluations examining external EAPs and five that examined
hybrid internal/external models. A broad range of methodolo-
gies were employed that demonstrated that the EAPs that
were reviewed produced positive outcomes including both
saving organizations money as well as in producing positive
changes. What was also witnessed during this time period
was a greater use of standardized tests to collect data led by
a new instrument developed during the decade, the
Workplace Outcome Suite, though several studies still did not
use any type of standardized assessment tool in their evalu-
ation process. The article concludes by comparing changes
that have occurred with reported peer-reviewed EAP evalu-
ation over the past 40 years.

KEYWORDS
Employee assistance

Introduction

In the beginning days of earnest Employee Assistance Programming evalu-
ation, the 1980s, there were many active dialogues in the field as it grew
and expanded (Battle, 1988; Durkin, 1985; Jerrell & Rightmyer, 1982;
Kurtz, Googins, & Howard, 1984; Lynch, 1980; Masi & Goft, 1987). What
type of programming is the best: internal, external, hybrid? Who should
sponsor the program: occupational health services, management, labor,
joint committees? What type of outcome measures should be considered in
evaluating programs? Do we even need to bother evaluating EAPs as we
know they are important and they work, so let’s just practice? Fortunately,

CONTACT Rick Csiernik @ rcsierni@uwo.ca @ School of Social Work, King's University College, 266 Epworth
Avenue, London, Ontario N6A 2M3, Canada.
© 2021 Taylor & Francis Group, LLC


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15555240.2021.1902336&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-29
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 (&) R CSIERNIK ET AL.

Table 1. Types of evaluation by decade: 1980-1989 to 2000-2009.

1980-1989 1990-1999 2000-2009
Needs Assessments 3 4 2
Case Studies 4 12 21
Outcome Studies 7 14 10
Process Evaluations 5 9 9
Total: 19 39 42

Note: Csiernik, 1995, 2005, 2011.

evaluators did not go away, and had the foresight to realize that knowledge
always has a place in practice: to document, to critique, to commend, and
most importantly to improve. This was even before the major push for evi-
dence-informed practice and before the corporatization of EAP by large
conglomerates.

Over the past decades there has been a regular examination of peer-
reviewed EAP evaluations (Csiernik, 1995, 2005, 2011). Table 1 summarizes
the frequencies of the various forms of peer-reviewed evaluations reported
in those articles, indicating an overall increase in published studies from
the 1980s to the 2000s, though not across all forms of evaluation. This cur-
rent article adds to the existing literature, examining the last decade of
published peer- reviewed evaluations, 2010-2019, to continue to build on
our knowledge regarding this aspect of EAP.

Method

Five electronic databases; Google Scholar, Psych Info, Medline, Scholars
Portal, and Social Work Abstracts, were all searched using the key words
Employee Assistance, research, and evaluation for articles published from
2010 to 2019. As well, manual searches of the two prominent publications
in the employee assistance field, Journal of Workplace Behavioral Health
and Employee Assistance, were conducted to maintain consistency with
previous studies. Studies were excluded if they: did not include EAP pro-
grams, did not satisfy Macdonald’s criteria, were published as private busi-
ness reports, were not original research, were published only as part of a
thesis, or were not written in English. A total of 26 different publications
were found and classified using Macdonald’s (1986) five steps in a compre-
hensive evaluation:

1. Needs assessment: to determine the overall program goals and direction

2. Program Development (case studies): to describe the program, its
rationale, and objectives

3. Input Evaluation: to determine if the program components have been
correctly implemented
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4. Outcome Evaluation (including cost-benefit analysis): to determine if
the program objectives have been achieved

5. Process Evaluation: to determine what the program is actually doing
and how well.

Results
Needs assessment

One peer-reviewed needs assessment was published between 2010 and
2019, compared to two between 2000 and 2009, four between 1990 and
1999 and three between 1980 to 1989. Street, Lacey, and Somoray (2018)
completed a survey of employees within an Australian mining company to
assess levels of stress in the workplace, absenteeism and presenteeism, and
employees’ desire and readiness to manage stress. Street et al. (2018)
reported that stressed employees were associated with an average of 33.6%
work impairment and impaired productivity costs of over $45,000 per
employee (AUD). Of the employees who identified as feeling stressed all
the time, 36% wanted assistance with managing their stress, while 52% of
employees experiencing stress most of the time, and 33% of day shift
employees experiencing permanent stress identified wanting assistance with
managing their stress. This information was of use not only to the organ-
ization conducting the needs assessment, but also to others in designing
responsive workplace stress management services. However, no specific dis-
cussion of actions to be taken by the evaluated company was included in
the published study’s discussion.

Program development (case studies)

Only three peer-reviewed cases studies were published between 2010 and
2019, the lowest number during any decade examined, and a sharp
decrease compared to 21 in the decade before. One case study examined an
external EAP provider (Wang, Lin, & Sha, 2014), while the remaining two
focused on hybrid programs involving both internal and external resources
(Hood & Csiernik, 2017; Rakepa & Uys, 2013). While only three cases
studies were published in the last decade, they still gave insight into a var-
iety of workplaces and countries (Table 2). The sectors that were examined
included technology, retail, and education. Similarly, each of the case stud-
ies examined an organization from a different country, representing EAPs
providing services in Canada, South Africa, and Taiwan. Two of the three
studies included information on workforce size of the organization, one
with 5000 and another with an estimated 6500 employees supported by
the EAP.
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Table 2. Case study summaries.

Workforce Program

Author Year Workplace Size Initiated  EAP Delivery Theme
Hood & Csiernik 2017  United Food and 6500 (est)  1990s Internal/ Union developed
Commercial External program
Workers Local
12R24,
Ontario, Canada
Rakepa & Uys 2013  Department of 5000 2001 External Employee Assistance
Education, Motheo Consulting Model/
District, Program
South Africa Development
Wang, Lin & Sha 2014 Six Technology n.r n.r External Employee Reasons for
companies in Seeking Care

Central Taiwan
Science Park

The themes covered by each of these three case studies were diverse.
Hood and Csiernik (2017) described an EAP that provides support for
employees through union funding and oversight, separate from the organ-
ization that the unionized employees work for. Addressed in the case study
by Rakepa and Uys (2013) were the inefficiencies present in the existing
EAP supporting employees in South Africa’s Motheo Districts Department
of Education, as well as improvements that could be made to improve the
existing services. Finally, Wang et al. (2014) explored the various reasons
that employees may seek assistance, providing insight into the problems
facing employees in the technology industry in Taiwan.

Input evaluation

As seen in previous decades (Csiernik, 1995, 2005, 2011), there were no
input evaluations found during this review of the literature from 2010 to
2019. Input evaluations are most commonly used to ensure that a program
is doing what it was intended to (Macdonald, 1986), and are thus utilized
most frequently as an internal device. While these evaluations can be valu-
able to organizations as a way to ensure the EAP they have in place is
operating in the ways that they believe it to be, they do not typically gener-
ate adequate information for a formal academic review. Therefore, it is not
surprising that there was again no input evaluations in the peer-reviewed
literature between 2010 and 2019.

Outcome evaluation

Historically, studies classified as outcome evaluations have focused on the
financial benefits of EAPs with cost-benefit reports and return on invest-
ment analyses (Csiernik, 2011). Among the fifteen outcome evaluations
that were published between 2010 and 2019, no study included a specific
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evaluation of any direct financial benefits associated with EAP use. Anema
and Sligar (2010) recommended that future research evaluating the
National Institute for the Severely Handicapped Internal EAP that was the
focus of their study should include a cost- benefit analysis of the specific
EAP, but no such study was found in the literature. Of the fifteen studies
classified as outcome evaluations, ten examined organizations based within
the United States, though one program accounted for three different stud-
ies, one was from each of Canada, China, Russia, and the United Kingdom,
while one evaluation did not clearly identify where the evaluated organiza-
tion was based (Table 3). Seven of these studies reported on internal EAPs,
five on external EAPs, two evaluated internal/external hybrid programs,
and one study did not describe the type of EAP utilized by the organiza-
tion. The size of the workforces supported by the evaluated EAPs were also
diverse. Though nine of the included studies did not report the workforce
size, the reported populations ranged in size from 218 to over 986,000 with
an average of 179,000, median and mode of 28,000 employees across the
six studies that reported workforce data.

The methods most frequently used in the outcome studies were single
group pre-post test analysis (n=4) and quasi-experimental pre-post test
with control group (n=4). Retrospective document and chart reviews were
also used. Information regarding timeframe for study completion was not
consistently described across the various studies. Three studies described a
90 day follow up period between pre and post test, three studies described
a ten month recruitment/study time frame, two studies included case stud-
ies closed in a fifteen month period, while one included cases closed in a
single year. Other retrospective studies examined data from two up to ten
years, one study was described solely as retrospective, and one did not
include a complete timeframe for the study.

Of importance however, was the increased use of a variety of standar-
dized tools in the outcome evaluations during this decade with the
Workplace Outcome Suite (WOS) appearing most frequently (n=7). The
Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT), and the Global
Assessment of Functioning (GAF) were each used in three studies. The
Outcome Questionnaire — 45.2 (OQ-45.2), the Problem Improvement
Rating (PIR), General Anxiety Disorder- 2 item (GAD-2), and the Patient
Health Questionnaire- 8 item (PHQ-8), were each used in two studies,
though five studies did not use any standardized assessment tools at all. A
total of 23 different variables were included across the 15 outcome studies.
Absenteeism appeared most frequently and was included in nine of the
studies. The next most common variables examined were presenteesim
(n=17), workplace distress (n=7), workplace engagement (n=>5) and life
satisfaction (n=15). Each of these variables is included as scales in the
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Workplace Outcome Suite, which was used in seven of the studies, explain-
ing the frequency of these five variables in this sample.

While the vast majority of reported outcomes were positive, including
reductions in absenteeism (Li, Sharar, Lennox, & Zhuang, 2015; Mintzer,
Morrow, Back-Tamburo, Sharar, & Herlihy, 2018; Nunes et al, 2018;
Richmond, Pampel, Wood, & Nunes, 2017; Sharar, Pompe, & Lennox,
2012; Sharar & Lennox, 2014) and high levels of employee satisfaction
(Anema & Sligar, 2010), some of the included studies reported some nega-
tive findings as well. In a review of 100 charts from the United States
Department of Defense’s Internal EAP, Clavelle, Dickerson, and Murphy
(2012) found that 13% of clients reported increased dysfunction via the
0OQ-45.2 and 2% of clients were deemed to have clearly worsened from
before intake to after EAP counseling completion via the PIR.

Process evaluations

Seven process evaluations were found in the peer-reviewed literature
between 2010 and 2019, two from South Africa, two from the United
States, and one each from Australia, Bangladesh, and Canada. Four were
based upon EAPs with an internal model, two using exclusively external
services, and one which utilized a hybrid internal/external EAP model. As
has been seen in previous reviews (Csiernik, 1995, 2005, 2011), a variety of
data sources were used within these seven process evaluations. In past
reviews of literature, multiple methods of data have been included in each
evaluation, however, the average number of different methods used in stud-
ies published between 2010 and 2019 was only 1.7 (median = 2, mode =1).
Csiernik, Chaulk, and McQuaid (2012) used the greatest number of differ-
ent data collection methods with four. Six of the studies included a survey
of employees or EAP users as one of their data collection methods. Other
data collection methods included survey or interview with EAP representa-
tives or stakeholders, review of best practice literature, and review of EAP’s
utilization data (Table 4). Four of the studies (Compton & McManus, 2015;
Huda, 2018, Pollack et al., 2010; Sieberhagen et al., 2011) evaluated mul-
tiple organizations across a region or a sector of business. Of the remaining
three articles classified as process evaluations, one evaluated a Canadian
public sector EAP which encompasses multiple linked workplaces, one eval-
uated a South African municipal public sector EAP, and one evaluated two
EAP providers for the United States military. Both Compton and
McManus (2015) and Sieberhagen et al. (2011) reported that a large num-
ber of the organizations included in their evaluation did not adequately
track data related to program success. While Compton and McManus
(2015) found that over 50% of organizations did not currently track EAP
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utilization by employee type or by age, their open-ended questions also
revealed that organizations were still expressing a desire for support in
developing standards and processes for collecting data that would be help-
ful for continuing internal evaluation. Huda’s (2018) evaluation demon-
strated a lack of positive change associated with participating in the EAP
that is currently serving employees in Bangladesh’s ready-made garment
sector, but the study was limited in its ability to offer clear areas where
change is necessary to improve outcomes, or any solutions. There may be a
need for more robust data collection methods that allow for deeper insight
regarding the effectiveness and/or shortcomings of an EAP, and recom-
mendations for improvements. In contrast, Csiernik et al. (2012) were able
to identify that there is a need for greater resources to support workforce
education initiatives and manager training within the Canadian public sec-
tion EAP. Mugari, Mtapuri, and Rangongo (2014) and Pollack et al. (2010)
were also able to identify and describe existing barriers to service access
that could then be acted upon and resolved by the EAP being evaluated. In
reviews of the literature regarding EAP evaluations from past decades, pro-
cess evaluation studies have included discussion of modifications made to
EAPs as a result of the evaluation process (Csiernik, 2011). This was not
the case with the literature from this most recent decade, potentially indica-
tive of a change in relationships between organizations whose EAPs are
being evaluated and the researchers completing the evaluations.

Discussion

When Employee Assistance Programming was still only Welfare Capitalism
it was already known that there was value to the initiative but what kind of
value? Evaluation studies are intended to be a systemic assessment of the
merit of the time, resources, and effort placed into achieving a goal. This
of course has always been the dilemma for occupational assistance pro-
gramming for it has historically served competing stakeholder groups with
different goals. Is it a humanitarian effort to bring counseling to enhance
employee’s, and their families, lives, or is it a cost-saving mechanism to
decrease absenteeism, employee illness claims, and workers’ compensation
costs? Based upon the evaluation studies published between 2010 and 2019,
the answer is yes; to both.

Among the 26 peer-reviewed evaluations published between 2010 and
2019 there were examples from nine different nations from four continents.
Peer-reviewed articles examined both internal and external programs along
with hybrid and peer counselor initiatives. Multiple evaluative criteria were
used in the outcome and process studies demonstrating a robustness of col-
lected data. The single published peer reviewed needs assessment, from
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Australia, was attempting to determine what type of EAP would aid with
employee stress but likewise, how best to decrease stress in order to address
absenteeism. The three case studies, from three different countries, Canada,
South Africa, and Taiwan, discussed not only the development of the
respective EAPs but also the rationale for the programs which, in all three
instances, examined how the EAP served or could better serve employee
needs within three different sectors: education, retail, and technology.

The majority of the evaluations published between 2010 and 2019 were out-
come studies (57.7%). In contrast to the themes of the needs assessment and
case studies, the focus of these 15 studies was not only on changes or poten-
tial changes employees experienced due to EAP involvement, but also on the
amount of money each EAP was saving the organization. This is of course an
important consideration in that private sector organizations need to be profit-
able to exist whereas public service agencies need to be prudent with their
expenditures given it is tax dollars that pay for the program and thus there is
a need for public accountability. Reported cost savings across the 15 evalua-
tions ranged from modest, a 4.8% decrease in hours lost/month (Nunes et al,
2018) to a 43.6% decrease in absenteeism (Sharar & Lennox, 2014).

Process recordings tend to provide the most in depth analysis typically
employing triangulation to study the EAP. However, with the seven studies
published between 2010 and 2019 four only used one methodological
approach whereas two used two and one used four. While three were
cross-sectional studies, three were longitudinal in design, with all providing
detailed insights into the program.

However, this review does not only allow for an examination of evaluation
over the past decade but also provides data that allows for an examination of
published peer reviewed EAP evaluations over the past 40 years. Table 5 adds
the findings of this study to those summarized in Table 1 enabling us to exam-
ine trends across four decades as further illustrated in Figure 1.

The nascent nature of EAP evaluation during the 1980s is apparent from
the table and figure. This was followed by two decades of far more study
though and, while the last decade has seen an overall decrease in the number
of peer-reviewed published evaluations, the number of more sophisticated out-
come and process evaluations has remained relatively steady. However, less
than one evaluation per year in each category still speaks to the relative dearth
of empirical information we have about the nature of Employee Assistance
Programs. While most evaluations were conducted by organizations with
internal models between 2010 and 2019 (n=9), for the first time in forty
years they were not the majority as there were eight evaluations examining
external EAPs and five that examined hybrid internal/external modals during
this time period. As well, this was the first time that there were as many inter-
national as American studies (n=13) with evaluations from a total of nine
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Table 5. Types of evaluation by decade: 1980-1989 to 2010-2019.

1980-1989 1990-1999 2000-2009 2010-2019
Needs Assessments 3 4 2 1
Case Studies 4 12 21 3
Outcome Studies 7 14 10 15
Process Evaluations 5 9 9 7
Total: 19 39 42 26
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Figure 1. Types of evaluation by decade: 1980-1989 to 2010-2019.

different nations being published in the peer-reviewed literature. What was
also witnessed in this most recent era of evaluation was a greater use of stand-
ardized tests being employed to collect data led by a new instrument, the
Workplace Outcome Suite, though several studies still did not use any form
of standardized assessment tool in their evaluation process.

What do these new findings combined with previously published data
tell us? It is evident that the Employee Assistance Programming field has
changed dramatically since its evolution from Occupational Assistance
Programming and this change is not just reflected in anecdotal informa-
tion, but rather has been formally documented by dozens of evaluations
over 40years. Thus, we have a rich history of programs and what they
have, and in part, have not provided employees. We have a robust empir-
ical history indicating that EAP enhances not only two constituencies, the
organization and its public or private responsibilities, and employees, but
because of this intersection, EAPs also serves a third; our communities.
The idea of EAPs creating healthier communities has long been argued in
Canada (Csiernik, 1993, 1998; Mental Health Commission of Canada, 2013;
Mowry, 1996; Shain, 1989; Shain, Suurvali, & Boutlier, 1986). The import-
ance of and need for healthy communities has been further underscored in
an incredible manner by the devastation COVID-19 brought to all three
constituencies who have a vested interest in EAP.
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Where will EAPs evolve to in the future? The evaluation literature indi-
cates a growing global interest in knowing the effects of program outcomes.
As EAP becomes a mature field in North America, there remain many
nations where it is just becoming established as highlighted by studies from
Taiwan (2014), China (2015), and Bangladesh (2018). Unfortunately, it is
most likely that going forward there will still not be an adequate number
of evaluations conducted to provide us with a comprehensive empirical
understanding of the field, though this is not unique to EAP. However,
what is evident in the literature is a move toward more systemic outcome
measures, such as provided by the Workplace Outcome Suite, that enhan-
ces the measures we have been using from the onset of evaluating EAPs:
absenteeism, compensation costs, and sick leave. Outcome and process
studies are now also regularly considering employee outcomes along with
cost-benefit findings such that the answer of yes remains. Yes, EAP serves
multiple masters but that is tolerable for in doing so this dynamic tension
that has existed in occupational programming since its onset in the 19"
century will hopefully continue to lead to program evolution and not devo-
lution, and hopefully evaluators will continue to document this process for
decades to come to build upon this established baseline of knowledge.
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