
 

 

Wellbeing � buzzword or business risk? 
 

 
 
 

Wellbeing is a commonly used word in many organisations, but what does it really mean and what are the risks of ignoring the 
wellbeing of your workforce? The cost of reduced wellbeing is likely to be much greater than you think: 

► Reduced productivity and performance 

► Absenteeism 

► Employee turnover 

► Increased claims and related premium increases 

► Formal investigations 

► Loss of reputation 
 
An integrated approach to improving wellbeing can address some of high risk areas that can significantly impair wellbeing � stress, 
mental health, fatigue, alcohol and obesity. 
 

What is wellbeing? 

  
 

Wellbeing is defined in the dictionary as a �contented state of being happy and healthy and 
prosperous�. 
 
There are compelling reasons to help employees improve their health and wellbeing � 
research by Medibank Private indicates that: 

► Healthy employees are 3 times more productive than unhealthy employees; and 

► Unhealthy employees take 9 times more sick leave than healthy employees. 
 
There are few organisations that don�t have an active interest in reducing absenteeism � let 
alone the other benefits of improved wellbeing 

 
 

What does the absence of wellbeing look like? 

  
 

The absence of wellbeing can present itself in many forms in the workplace: 

► Absenteeism, increase in claims 

► Sleep problems, fatigue, loss of concentration, increased error rate 

► Symptoms of stress, increased anxiety 

► Lack of motivation, engagement and care about work 

► Reduced patience, conflict, anger, aggression  

► Indulgence in poor lifestyle behaviours � eating, smoking, drinking, partying 

► Increased concern about � money, security, relationships, children, family, life 

Pretty much all of these lead to, or compound, physical illness 



 

 

EAP Trends 

Global Wellbeing Priorities
Modifiable Health Risk                                      
(lifestyle factors that can be controlled or managed)

All 
regions

Australia
/NZ

Asia Canada Europe
Latin 

America
United 
States

Africa/ 
ME

Physical activity/exercise 1 6 2 3 3 3 1 2

Stress 2 1 3 1 1 1 6 1

Nutrition/healthy eating 3 9 4 6 7 4 2 4

High blood pressure 4 13 7 5 11 5 5 6

Chronic disease (eg heart disease, diabetes) 5 11 9 4 10 8 3 8

High cholesterol 6 14 8 8 13 9 7 11

Workplace safety 7 2 1 9 2 2 11 3

Obesity 8 9 14 14 14 14 4 17

Work/life issues 9 8 6 7 4 10 10 5

Depression/anxiety 10 3 11 2 6 6 9 13

Tobacco use/smoking 11 12 12 11 9 11 8 10

Psychosocial work environment 12 5 10 10 5 7 14 12

Personal safety 13 4 5 4 8 13 15 8

Sleep/fatigue 14 6 13 6 11 12 12 15

 
 
 
 

EAP Trends (top 5 non-relationship issues)
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EAP Trends (top 5 vocational issues)
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The Buck 2012 Global Wellness Study identifies the top modifiable health risks globally and by 
Region. The top challenges to wellbeing in every geography and similar as 1 or 2 in every 
location. 
 
The top 3 risks globally and in Australia/New Zealand are: 
 

Globally Australia / New Zealand 

1. Physical activity / exercise 1. Stress 

2. Stress 2. Workplace safety 

3. Nutrition / healthy eating 3. Depression / anxiety 

  
 
There are concerning increases in the number of issues being presented through the DTC EAP 
service. These include a 72% increase in concerns around organisational change, 27% increase 
in role change, 20% in concern with manager and 18% increase in work satisfaction. 
 
There are a number of observable warning signs in the workplace � have a close look at your 
own environment: 

► Slipping or irregular performance 

► Irritability, unusual anger � or quickness to anger  

► Increased sick leave or pattern of lateness 

► Difficulty paying attention 

► Missed deadlines 

► Decreased quality of work 

► Nervous habits such as nail biting 

► Not caring about things that are usually important 

► Signs of fatigue 

► Weight gain or loss 

► Reduced care in personal presentation 
 

 
 
 

How can you measure wellbeing? 

  
 

Measuring wellbeing is a critical starting point. In some organisations it�s measured by 
employee engagement. Satisfaction is another measure often used.  
 
The Australian Centre on Quality of Life at Deakin University developed a Workplace Wellbeing 
Index that measures subjective wellbeing through questions of satisfaction. At the top level it 
measures �how satisfied are you with your job as a whole?� and then measures satisfaction 
across 13 work values. 
 
The DTC online health risk assessment provides a medically validated tool that provides clear 
indicators of employee wellbeing. 
 

 

 
 



 

 

 
 
A best practice approach 

Emotional Wellbeing Physical Wellbeing Financial Wellbeing

► Satisfaction

► Balance

► Optimism

► Resilience

► Lifestyle behaviours

► Weight management

► Sleep 

► Nutrition

► Exercise

► Education

► Access

► Confidence

  
 

A best practice approach to wellbeing integrates 3 key elements: 

1. Emotional (or psychological) wellbeing; 

2. Physical wellbeing; and 

3. Financial wellbeing 
 
While it is positive to address one of these, unless all three elements are being considered and 
supported, optimal wellbeing cannot be achieved. 

 
 
Stress 

  
 
 
 

The American Institute of Stress

The optimal level of stress

 
 

Stress is one of the easiest, but most costly issues to ignore. While it is important to recognise 
that not all stress comes from the workplace ... a lot does. People experience stress differently 
and some of the workplace factors that contribute to job stress include: 

► Work overload or pressure 

► Unclear work role, job insecurity and change 

► Long working hours and/or inadequate resources 

► Conflict 

► Bullying and harassment 

► Poor communication and/or poor relationship with manager    
 

 
 
A 2014 study by the Australian Psychological Society found that: 

► 1 in 4 Australians reported moderate to severe levels of distress  

► Almost 1 in 7 Australians reported depression and anxiety symptoms in the severe to 
extremely severe range 

► Financial issues and family issues remain the primary drivers of stress for Australians 

 
 
Not all stress is problematic however and we need a certain level of stress to perform at an 
optimal level. The risk increases when you have people under long term pressure, or 
cumulative stress. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Common drivers of stress ... 

  
 
 

Job security 
Employment plays a significant role in our self esteem � regardless of job / regardless of level.  
Employees feel most valued when they know they have a job that matters; they�re given help 
to build skills to do the job that matters; and they�re given feedback on how they�re doing in 
the job that matters. 
 
There is a significant relationship between the economy, unemployment and physical illness 
that�s been studied since the mid 50�s. The findings from various researchers are interesting: 

► The Karolina Institute shows unemployment is directly related to increased risk of early 
death (suicide, general health, and in men, death from cancer) 

► Central Michigan University shows that 3-5 years after the height of unemployment 
there�s an increase in death from cardiovascular disease 

► But perhaps the most disturbing comes from University of Nottingham where fear of 
unemployment, rather than actual job loss, is often more damaging 

 
 
 
 

 

Change 
Two key workplace change drivers are restructure and redundancy. The first often leads to the 
second � which then often results in workload issues. Workload is of increasing concern: 

► A US Department of Families and Work survey found more than 1 in 3 employees felt 
burdened and overwhelmed by their workload  

► Workload is a common factor in suicide attempts  

► EAP statistics indicate workload issues organisational change concerns are increasing 
 
We can�t necessarily change the need for change. But we can help employees to be more 
resilient though change. Resilience is about our adaptability to change and it can be learned 
and improved 
 
So when there is change, how well do you prepare employees for the �post-change� reality? It 
is critical prepare for, and train for, your post-change reality. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Technology 
Our fascination with technology has seen almost every generation develop not only an over-
reliance on technology, but also the inability to disconnect from the workplace. The majority 
of jobs do not require employees and managers to be constantly connected and it is important 
to have regular down-time from the workplace. 
 
Have a look at the use of technology in your workplace � or in yourself � and address it. 
 

 

Life Pressure 
Family, relationships, study, life events, kids, money � there are endless aspects of our life 
that can create stress. 
 
Identify the key areas of concern and seek support to address them. 
 
Stress has causal links to a wide range of health concerns. Taking time to assess your situation 
and make changes will be time well spent. 



 

 

 
Mental Health 

  
 

► About 45% of adult Australians will experience a mental illness at some stage 
in their lives

► Each year a further 20,000 Australians are found to have a mental illness

► 3 million Australians will experience a major depressive illness in their lifetime

► 1 in 4 people will experience an anxiety disorder in their lifetime

► 1 in 5 women and 1 in 8 men will experience depression in their lifetime

► Males experience higher levels of substance use disorders

► Job stress is linked to a 2-3 fold increase in depression and anxiety

► Effective treatments are available but more than 50% of people don�t seek 
help

Sources: beyondblue 
ABS National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing (2008)

 
 

Good mental health is a sense of wellbeing, confidence and self-esteem. It enables us to fully 
enjoy and appreciate other people, day-to-day life and our environment. When we�re mentally 
healthy we can form positive relationships; use our abilities to reach our potential; and deal 
with life�s challenges.  
 
If you work long hours, there�s more at stake than just fatigue. A 2012 study of 2,000 British 
public servants found that employees who worked an average of 11 hours a day had a 2.5 
times increased risk of developing depression than those working 8 hours 
 
The majority of people who attempt suicide have experienced a mental health condition. Our 
suicide statistics in Australia are highly concerning with over 2,200 suicides in Australia every 
year. 
 
Taking proactive steps to address mental health in the workplace is c paramount. There are 
many ways to address mental health but focus on 3 simple steps as a start ... 

1. Acknowledge it�s an issue and increase awareness across your organisation 

2. Provide training for your staff and managers 

3. AND make sure employees know the resources and support networks available to them 
 
There�s an urgent need to educate your workforce and reduce the stigma of mental health 
 

 

 
Fatigue 

  
 

Fatigue is more than a sleep problem � fatigue is a feeling of weariness, tiredness, or lack of 
energy that doesn�t go away when you rest. A wide range of causes can trigger fatigue: 

► Medical causes - heart disease, diabetes, anaemia  

► Lifestyle related causes - sleep deprivation, too much sleep, alcohol, poor diet 

► Work-related causes - shift work, workplace stress, long work hours, working alone with 
little or no interaction with others, irregular working hours, or stressful environments 

► Emotional concerns and stress � fatigue is a common symptom of problems such as 
depressions and grief 

 
The optimum for an adult is 7-8 hours sleep per night with the critical point being less than 6 
hours. Numerous studies have found insufficient sleep can lead to serious health conditions 
such as obesity, diabetes, cancer, and cardiovascular disease. 
 
The Australian Sleep Loss Symposium estimates that as many as 1 in 4 Australians are 
dangerously sleep-deprived. The DTC web poll on sleep patterns found that more than 50% of 
respondents did not regularly enjoy 7-8 hours of sleep, and an alarming 32% indicated they 
regularly had less than 5 hours sleep. 
 

► Fatigue slows our reflexes and reduces our ability to function in daily life � on the road, at 
work, and at home 

► It impairs our judgement and doesn�t discriminate � it affects everyone 

► Fatigue is particularly dangerous as one of the symptoms is decreased ability to judge our 
own level of tiredness 

 

 



 

 

Alcohol 

  
 

The consumption of alcohol in Australia is on the increase. Recent statistics from VicHealth 
indicate that as stress increases, so too does the �need� for a wind down drink 

► Almost 3 in 4 Australians admit to turning to alcohol to unwind from a hard day at work  

► Gen Y (those born 1977 to 1994) hit the bottle hardest 

► Those under 35 cited physical and mental exhaustion, stress, and blowing off steam as the 
primary reason for drinking during the workday 

► 17% of Australians admit to drinking during the workday at least once per week (an 
increase from 10% the year before) 

► 36% admit to being tipsy or drunk at work at least once per year (an increase from 6.6% 
the year before) 

 
While there are risks with young adults, there are also big risks in the middle age group. As an 
example in the 55-64 age bracket 18% of men and 13% of women are at high risk 
 

 

Obesity 

  
 

Obesity is a major health risk in Australia. In the last Australian Health Survey, nearly two 
thirds of the population is now classified as overweight or obese. Obesity studies show that 
obesity leads to more sick leave � up to 10 days per annum more. 
 
The WHO forecasts that by 2015, 2.3 billion adults will be overweight, and 700 million will be 
obese. In Australia the numbers are no better: 

► Australia is ranked as one of the fattest nations in the developed world 

► 14 million Australians are overweight or obese and more than 5 million Australians are 
obese 

► Obesity has overtaken smoking as the leading cause of premature death and illness in 
Australia  

► Obesity has become the single biggest threat to public health in Australia 
 

 

What are the costs? 

Poor health = financial and business risk

Every employee represents a future stream of financial liability:

► Absenteeism

► Productivity (presenteeism)

► Accidents or injury

► Impaired decision making

► Workplace conflict

► Management down time

► Turnover

         

Medibank Private, Econtech (2011). Sick at Work
Medibank Private, Econtech (2008). Economic impact of workplace stress in Australia

Medibank Private (2008). The cost of workplace stress in Australia

The cost of stress

► An average of 1.1 days per employee per annum are lost to stress related 
absenteeism 

► An average of 2.1 days per employee per annum are lost to stress related 
presenteeism

► 3.2 days lost equates of a cost of $812 per employee annually

► On average, 6.5 working days of productivity are lost per employee annually as 
a result of presenteeism for all health issues (equates to a cost of $1,649 per 
employee annually)

         

The cost of doing nothing far outweighs the cost of doing something

Caleo & Hilton, QLD Centre for Mental Health Research, 2004

The cost of mental health

► Absenteeism and lost productivity for each full time employee with untreated 
depression is $9,660 per annum ($650k per annum / 1,000 employees)

► This cost excludes risk of injury, legislative compliance, turnover or reputation 
costs

  
 

Employees with high health risk have 3.1 times more                                                     
sickness absence than those in good health

Australian Health and Performance Study: Springboard 2008

Employee Health vs. Absence

            

Work effectiveness is 42% higher in employees with good health                         
compared to those with high health risk

Australian Health and Performance Study: Springboard 2008

Employee Health vs. Effectiveness at Work

            

Employees with high health risk are 8.5 times more likely to have                                       
poor job satisfaction that those in good health

Australian Health and Performance Study: Springboard 2008

Employee Health vs. Job Satisfaction

► 2% of employees with good health have poor job satisfaction

► 17% of employees with high health risks have poor job satisfaction

 



 

 

 

Start out by measuring your risk  

�You can�t manage what 
you can�t measure�

Peter Drucker, Writer/Management Consultant (1909-2005)

 
 

The use of metrics is crucial to understanding the prevalence and severity of preventable 
health risk within your organisation, at which time you can target appropriate interventions to 
manage the risk and measure outcomes. 

 

�The part can never be well unless the whole is well� � Plato  
 

 

Resources 
Buck 2012 Global Wellness Study www.buckssurveys.com 

Hardiness Institute www.hardinessinstitute.com 

beyondblue www.beyondblue.org.au 

Alcohol Resources www.alcohol.gov.au 

Health and Productivity Institute of Australia www.hapia.com.au 

 
 

Need help? 
Davidson Trahaire Corpsych (DTC) provides a range of services to assist organisations to minimise risk in the workplace and enhance 
employee wellbeing. These include Employee Assistance Programs (EAP), employee wellbeing measurement and programs, training 
across a broad range of areas such as Resilience Programs, Respect and Courtesy in the Workplace, Managing Conflict, Managing 
Change as well as Behavioural Risk Audits and a range of HR and manager support initiatives. 
 
Follow us on LinkedIn to access regular posts on Health and Wellbeing and workplace issues or view our daily newsfeed at 
www.davcorp.com for daily press articles on key workplace topics. 
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