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 A Different Approach for an 
Impaired Professional

By Linda Fensler, MS, CEAP 

There are many pitfalls to success. No one knew  
this better than Dr. Benjamin Shaffer, a mas-
terful orthopedic surgeon, and well-recognized 

author. His patients referred to  him as “Dr. Smiles.” 
His patients would have been surprised to hear that 
he suffered from chronic anxiety and insomnia. He 
told no one of his plan to commit suicide; instead he 
requested the week off to rest. The following day, he 
dropped his son off at school, then went home and 
hanged himself on a bookcase.

Michael Snyder, a former CEO of the Red Robin 
burger chain, also took his own life. He shot himself 
in the head in a chair on his front yard. Benjamin and 
Michael both suffered from mental illness, but never 
reached out for help. They never even left a note. No 
one knew the depth of their despair.

 Working in the employee assistance field since 
1990 has given me the opportunity to speak with  
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high-level executives, physicians, and CEOs, who 
have shared their struggles. The majority have expe-
rienced isolation, loneliness, and mistrust. Many 
have trouble trusting those around them because of 
hidden agendas. They fear being misrepresented or 
harshly judged.

One executive told me, “I’m afraid to say anything 
when employees ask me questions. My words are 
examined, exaggerated and downright misrepresented. 
A simple statement can be taken out of context, or 
totally changed, causing mass hysteria for thousands 
of employees. Sometimes it’s better to say nothing!”

Suppressed Dopamine Can Fuel Addiction
Some people surmise that the very traits required to 

get to the top are the same ones we see in the path to 
addiction. David J. Linden, a professor of neurosci-
ence at John Hopkins University School of Medicine, 
found that certain people possess a genetic variant 
leading to suppressed dopamine signaling in the brain.

As a result, these people are compelled to seek 
unusually high levels of stimulation, or thrill-seeking 
behaviors, to give them the same level of pleasure that 
others achieve without thrill-seeking behaviors.

Take a look at what’s needed to succeed: risk tak-
ing, a competitive nature, an ability to handle disap-
pointment, obsessive behaviors, dedication, and 
novelty-seeking behavior. It’s easy to see how these 
traits can lead to anxiety, depression or addiction. 

Identifying the Impaired Professional
Employee assistance professionals assist employees 

with a variety of problems but what happens when it 
is the manager or supervisor at the top rung of the lad-
der who has the problem? We know that those on the 
top are well protected by others. Assistants cover for 
them, agents shelter them, wealth and the flexibility of 
their work schedules’ all serve to delay the harsh con-
sequences of a given problem.

For this reason, the people in charge don’t 
always get help when they need it! So, how does 
the EAP intervene? 

v First, the EAP needs to be proactive about con-
necting with the C-suite. This can be accomplished 
while sharing reports and discussing the effectiveness 
of the employee assistance program. Sitting down 
with top leaders of the organization should be done on 
a quarterly basis, if possible.

v If the EAP does not have access to the C-suite, 
it’s important to connect with the Human Resource 

Director and mid-level managers. Ask questions and 
remind them that the EAP is for everyone, from the 
top down.

v Engage in open-end discussions. What is trou-
bling the business the most? As an EAP, another 
option is to connect with someone who has influence 
with the impaired C-suite executive. This could be a 
Board member, a colleague or a personal friend of the 
impaired executive.

v Connect with the right person willing to be an 
advocate for EAP services and share the signs of 
impairment with mid-level managers and others.

Signs of Impairment
If a high-ranking executive is impaired, the EA 

professional will see changes in open communication 
and possibly personal hygiene. You might notice dis-
appearing acts, temper tantrums, or mood changes. 
You will begin to hear stories or rumors about this 
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person. You may see poor decisions and unexpected 
changes in staffing, manic behaviors, sudden weight 
loss, and paranoia.

Early in my career, I implemented an internal EAP 
for a chain of factories. After conducting EAP orienta-
tions for all line workers, the CEO came up to me and 
said, “This is a great program for our employees; but 
you won’t see me using it!”

I quickly learned that the HR Director was not 
happy with him. He told me the CEO was always 
gone and was often seen leaving with his secretary, 
taking long lunches, and smelling of alcohol. He fired 
people who didn’t agree with him. Members of his 
executive staff noticed signs of impairment, too. Since 
I had sold the EAP to the CEO, it was possible to 
approach him and discuss the problem.

My first step was to gather facts and learn about his 
history with the company. I gathered this information 
from the managers, who noticed his erratic behavior 
and poor hiring decisions. Armed with the facts, I met 
with this CEO several times before recommending a 
plan for him.

From this experience, and the ones that followed, I 
have learned the importance of patience! I recog-
nized that high-level professionals want to be in con-
trol of their treatment. They don’t always relate well 
with others who are in treatment and they may 
require a customized program, with intense one-on-
one treatment. 

Another thing I learned as an EAP, early on, is the 
importance of working through other people to 
approach the high-level impaired executive. If the 
high-level executive is beyond your reach, you must 
find someone of influence over the person. In some 
cases, it requires a team of people.

Such was the case, later in my career, when a 
key surgeon needed help. The EAP and an entire 
team of people met with the surgeon for a discus-
sion. We used motivational questioning while shar-
ing facts. We brainstormed solutions and made 
several recommendations.

We encouraged the surgeon to take action. He 
declined treatment at the time, but I was told he 
entered treatment six months after the meeting. If 
you don’t have the leverage of using poor perfor-
mance and job loss as a reason to get help, you 
must plant the seed and continue to motivate the 
individual to change.  

 
What You Need to Know when Making a Referral

v A high level of privacy will be required. If the 
impaired person is a surgeon, a CEO or a celebrity, 

they will need a program that pro-
tects their reputation and minimizes 

the risk of confidentiality breaches, so they can 
maintain their leadership role. This might mean rec-
ommending the individual receive in-home treatment 
or that he or she enters a program that specializes in 
treating high-level professionals.

Such high-ranking persons will want control of their 

Editor’s Notebook
Conflict management. Crisis 

response. Mental health. EA profes-
sionals are required to wear many 
hats, but a longstanding one that dates 
back to the origins of EAPs involves 
substance use and addiction.

Hence, this topic is addressed in this month’s cover 
story – but with a twist – that is, what of a high-rank-
ing executive who is using alcohol or other drugs to 
the point it is interfering with not only his own job, 
but jeopardizing his company? What then?

While certain considerations of a sensitive topic like 
this could be expected to vary, author Linda Fensler 
offers solid advice in dealing with a tricky EA case.

Of course, alcohol or any drug can adversely affect 
ANY employee – and as such alcohol abuse is 
addressed in this month’s Brown Bagger insert.

*****
While opioids, a recent scourge, will be examined in 

a future issue of EAR – SAPs reading this newsletter 
need to be aware of the recent changes in DOT regula-
tions. See the important resource item on page 5 in this 
issue. And if you are an EAPA member, watch for 
Tamara Cagney’s excellent article on this topic in the 
4th quarter 2019 Journal of Employee Assistance.

*****
In recent months EAR shared a number of Care 

Connect resources for employees with financial prob-
lems. On the heels of those helplines, this month we 
introduce “Money Matters”, which will offer numer-
ous, practical tips for employees experiencing finan-
cial difficulties.

Mike Jacquart, Editor
(715) 445-4386

mjacquart@writeitrightllc.com

Impaired Professional      cont’d from Page 2
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Money Matters

How Much is Envy Costing You?

No one wants to admit to feeling envious. Yet 
envy could be driving you to live beyond 
your means. If you are constantly spending 

more money than you earn, you could be the victim 
of envy and it could be costing you big money.

According to a 2018 debt survey at Nerd Wallet, 
the average American household carries $6,929 in 
credit card debt. That means you are paying about 
$1,140 a year in interest alone. That is a sobering fig-
ure. You don’t want to add to it with envy. Here is a 
guide to determine if you are suffering from envy.

Social media has upped the opportunities for envy a 
thousand fold. It used to be that you only had to “keep 
up” with your neighbors and friends. Now, practically 
everyone is on social media and seemingly has the 
perfect life.

Pictures of perfect picnics in landscaped yards, gor-
geous homes, lavish lifestyles, and pricey electronics 
fill the screen. Every “like” you click on could be a 
hidden dart of envy. If you are constantly checking 
Facebook or Pinterest and obsessing about what 
everyone else has, it could be a sign of envy.

How do you feel when you click on those images? 
Does it make you reach for your credit card for an 

online shopping frenzy, even though you are danger-
ously near the credit limit? Do you justify your pur-
chases by comparing it to someone else’s $3,000 
couch or $10,000 vacation?

So how do you combat the painful effects of envy? 
Contentment is the opposite of envy. When you are 
spending less than you earn, you can embrace the con-
cept of enough. You can work towards that goal by 
acknowledging envy, but not giving into it. Be happy 
with what you have and create a spending plan that 
doesn’t balloon past your budget. Make sure to 
include a few little treats so that you don’t succumb to 
feelings of jealousy.

Don’t let envy eat into your bottom line. Learn to 
embrace the concept of enough and let contentment 
enrich your life. 

Source: The Dollar Stretcher (www.stretcher.com), helping people 
live better, for less since 1996. Editor’s note: “Money Matters” 
falls closely on the heels of the “Resource Corner” feature in 
EAR by providing readers with practical tips to share with their 
employee clients who may be having personal finance problems.

“I Need to Make a Change to My 
Subscription!”

Hey, we know things change. You move. You land a 
new job. You decide to sail off to Tahiti. Whatever, the 
change, you’ll want to contact us today so that we can 
update our records accordingly.

Contact us anytime you want to:
• Change the name and email address of the  

individual receiving EAR.
• Change or add phone number or email.
• Renew, start, or cancel a subscription.
• Check the status of your subscription.
• We appreciate any ideas or suggestions  

you may have.

Thank you for your time and staying in touch!

715-445-4386 or  
mjacquart@writeitrightllc.com

EMPLOYEE
ASSISTANCE 
REPORT
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Resources
 Important notice for substance abuse profes-

sionals! There have been many changes in U.S. 
Department of Transportation (DOT) drug and alco-
hol testing regulations during 2018 and 2019, with 
still more to come in 2020. SAPs are now required 
to subscribe to the Office of Drug & Alcohol Policy 
and Compliance (ODAPC) list-serve at https://
www.transportation.gov/odapc/ListServe_Notices. 
For more information, contact Tamara Cagney, 
EAPA’s chief trainer for SAPs, at tcagney@sandia.
gov.

 301 Smart Answers to Tough Interview 
Questions, by Vicky Oliver. Selling yourself to 
potential employers is nerve wracking even for the 
most extroverted applicants. The author describes 
five winning strategies for making an unbeatable 
first impression. Check out http://vickyoliver.com/.

 The Disruption Mindset: Why Some 
Organizations Transform While Others Fail, by 
Charlene Li, IdeaPress Publishing, September 24, 
2019. The author exposes what too many organiza-
tions have been doing wrong, offering guidance for 
moving toward more lasting disruptive growth, and 
backing it up with case studies, interviews, and prac-
tical steps. Visit https://charleneli.com. 

Workplace Survey

Bad Bosses Make People Quit

New research from global staffing firm Robert 
Half suggests there’s truth to the saying, 
“People leave managers, not companies.” 

About half of professionals surveyed (49%) have quit 
a job due to a bad boss. Younger people were even 
more likely to leave bad bosses, the study found.

More specifically, a higher percentage of profes-
sionals ages 18 to 34 (54%) have resigned due to a 
manager than respondents ages 35 to 54 (49%) and 55 
and older (41%).

“We’ve all heard horror stories about difficult man-
agers — or experienced one firsthand,” said Paul 
McDonald, senior executive director for Robert Half. 
“Work styles and how well a person gets along with 
their supervisor can determine whether someone 

decides to join or remain at a company.”
McDonald added, “Many times open communica-

tion and training can help to resolve issues and 
strengthen the professional relationship between 
bosses and their direct reports. Employers should also 
commit to regularly gathering feedback on managers 
and developing the skills of new or potential leaders.”

Editor’s note: The EAP, of course, is in a perfect 
position to assist in such issues. 

Source: Robert Half, the world’s first and largest specialized 
staffing firm. The company has more than 300 staffing locations 
worldwide and offers job search services at roberthalf.com. For 
additional career and management advice, visit the Robert Half 
blog at roberthalf.com/blog.

Workplace Survey

Dining Alone a 
Reality for Many

The “lunch bunch” isn’t a reality for most work-
ers, a survey from Accountemps suggests. 
When asked how they spend their lunch hour, 

nearly half (49%) of professionals said they typically 
spend it eating alone. Yet almost as many (46%) peo-
ple said they would rather have a co-worker join them 
for the meal.

“Even with demanding workloads, employees 
should try to step away from their desks during the 
workday,” said Bill Driscoll, a district president of 
Accountemps. “Sharing a meal with coworkers not 
only strengthens business relationships, but creates a 
more relaxed environment for collaboration and the 
exchange of ideas.”

Added Driscoll, “The simple act of taking a break – 
even for a few minutes – can help clear your mind and 
broaden your perspective, especially when facing 
challenging business problems.” 

Source: Accountemps, a Robert Half company.
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In the News

EAPA, Morneau Shepell  
Release WOS Report

Editor’s note: The Workplace Outcome Suite (WOS) 
is an EAPA-endorsed EAP best practice for demon-
strating, in quantifiable business terms, how the EAP 
improves workplace performance by analyzing key 
indicators both before and after use of the EAP. EAR 
readers not familiar with the WOS can learn more at 
www.eapassn.org, or by contacting the author listed at 
the end of the article below.

The Employee Assistance Professionals 
Association (EAPA) and Morneau Shepell 
announce the release of the 2018 Workplace 

Well-Being Study, based on data from the 2018 
Workplace Outcomes Suite (WOS) Annual Report.  

The WOS is made up of data contributed by multiple 
employee assistance providers worldwide. The study 
looks at the utilization and effectiveness of EAPs with 
regards to five specific outcomes, and analyzes the 
level of each, both before and after through EAP: 

(1) Work Presenteeism 
(2) Life Satisfaction 
(3) Work Absenteeism 
(4) Work Engagement
(5) Workplace Distress

WOS Research
v 28 countries were represented in the WOS study, 

with 79 percent from the United States, 15 percent 
from China, and 6 percent from 26 other countries, 
including the UK.  

v Employers in four different industries were rep-
resented: health care (40 percent), manufacturing (25 
percent), government (23 percent), and technology (12 
percent).  

v Additional data featured in the WOS is based on a 
global research review of nine EAP vendors and inter-
nal programs from Australia, Canada and the United 
States that represented more than 232,000 cases.

Key findings 
After use of EAP-provided counseling, problem 

rates were reduced for the five outcomes measured in 
the study. Thus, EAPs help to reduce the risks associ-
ated with workplace problems:

• Having a “problem” with Work Presenteeism was 
reduced from 56% to 28% of all cases.   

• Having a “problem” with Life Satisfaction was 
reduced from 38% to 17% of all cases.    

• Having a “problem” with Work Absenteeism was 
reduced from 34% to 14% of all cases.

• Having a “problem” with Work Engagement was 
reduced from 31% to 21% of all cases.

• Having a “problem” with Workplace Distress was 
reduced from 22% to 13% of all cases.

More about WOS
The WOS study was originally developed by 

Chestnut Global Partners. In December 2017 Chestnut 
Global Partners was acquired by Morneau Shepell. 
For additional information about WOS and this report, 
contact: Ivan Steenstra, PhD, Morneau Shepell, 
Toronto, Canada: isteenstra@morneaushepell.com.

It is available online at http://www.eapassn.org/WOS. 

Time Management

Topics of Recent Brown 
Baggers Include…

October – Technology. (Does Technology = Better 
Communication?)

September – Workplace Violence (The Threat of 
Workplace Violence is all Too Real)

August – Communication (How Does Your Boss 
Communicate?)

July – Illustrating usefulness of Workplace 
Outcome Suite (Presenteeism)

Others: Conflict management, mental health, com-
pany culture, multi-generational workforces, 
trauma-informed care. 
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On the Job

Avoiding Delegation Pitfalls – Part I
By Angela Civitella

Delegating is the key to a successful business 
and what sets bosses apart from true leaders. 
The hardest part? Knowing when to let go. 

Are you delegating tasks, then finding yourself ner-
vous, hovering over your team making sure they do it 
right? Well, if they don’t do it right, it might be as 
much your fault as it is theirs.

The following are some of the top delegation mis-
takes leaders make and how to avoid them. The 
remainder will be discussed in the conclusion of this 
two-part article.

Failure to understand what to delegate to who
One of the top delegation mistakes is not knowing 

what to delegate. Do not delegate tasks that are not 
in tune with what your team is capable of, or better 
yet, find out first what your team is capable of, and 
then delegate. Don’t set people up for failure. Part of 
your job as a manager is knowing the strengths of 
each team member and assigning tasks at which they 
will excel.

 
Micromanaging

If you train people well, you won’t need to 
micromanage. And if you micromanage, your 

employees will never learn. Give enough space for 
people to make some decisions and grow; be sup-
portive to ensure the work is done effectively. But 
first it is important to properly identify who has 
what responsibility, so everyone can focus on their 
task at hand.

Not staying involved to monitor progress
Last thing you want is it swaying to the other 

extreme of micromanaging and not managing at all. 
There is nothing wrong with checking in once and 
awhile; it is part of your job. Schedule check-in points 
to keep your team on alert that they need to perform 
with tangible and realistic deadlines. This reinforces 
accountability and expected results helping you stay 
more hands-off.

Delegating too much at a time
Do not wait till the last minute to delegate. If 

you procrastinate, your team will feel it and so will 
you. Do not delegate just because you are over-
whelmed – this is when you will make the wrong 
decision on whom should be doing what. Be sensi-
ble about your choices, and be fair about how 
much time you give someone a task to execute. 
Remember, it’s not just about you, it’s about your 
team, first. If you’re not sure about who to delegate 
to, invest more time in your team to better under-
stand who the right person is.

Summary
Delegation is not about dumping tasks on others. 

It is a fine art, and if done properly, your team and 
your business will flourish. It starts with manage-
ment, first recognizing that you have too much to do, 
and that your time is maybe better spent on more 
top-level tasks.

Then it takes careful planning and training for a 
successful hand-off. Avoiding delegation mistakes 
takes time and work, but the payoffs are exponential 
for everyone. 

Angela Civitella is a business leadership coach and founder of the 
firm INTINDE http://intinde.com/ 
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Substance Use and Addiction

Vaping-related 
Deaths Increasing

The number of confirmed or suspected severe 
lung illnesses linked to vaping has now 
climbed to 805 cases across 46 U.S. states and 

the Virgin Islands, HealthDay News reported recently. 
There have also been 12 confirmed deaths in 10 
states: California (two cases), Florida, Georgia, 
Illinois, Indiana, Kansas (two cases), Minnesota, 
Missouri, Mississippi, and Oregon, officials added.

“Although the investigation continues, no consis-
tent e-cigarette or vaping product, substance, additive 
or brand has been identified in all cases, nor has any 
one product or substance been conclusively linked to 
lung injury in patients,” said Dr. Anne Schuchat, prin-
cipal deputy director of the U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention.

The investigation has been hampered by the fact 
that there are so many different vaping products on 
the market being used in many different ways, offi-
cials explained. There’s also the possibility that some 
people have been sickened by exposure to more than 
one type of product, according to Schuchat.

Read more here https://bit.ly/2ogXDyQ. 

Workplace Survey

9 in 10 Employees  
Come to Work Sick

Are co-workers literally making each other 
sick? In new research from global staffing 
firm Accountemps, 90% of professionals 

admitted they’ve at least sometimes come to the 
office with cold or flu symptoms.

Of those respondents, 33% always go to work even 
when they’re under the weather. 

More than half of those who report to the office 
with a cold or the flu (54%) said they do so because 
they have too much work on their plate; another 40% 
don’t want to use sick time.

“Bosses should set an example by taking time off 
when they’re under the weather, encouraging employ-
ees to do the same and offering those with minor ail-
ments the ability to work from home. Bringing in 
temporary professionals can keep assignments on 
track during staff absences,” said Michael Steinitz, 
senior executive director of Accountemps, a division 
of Robert Half. 

treatment and may expect a higher degree of involve-
ment in the process. They may require a program that 
allows them to be digitally connected to take care of 
urgent operational issues while away from work.

v The focus will need to be on individual rather 
than group counseling. Look for a program with a 
high degree of one-on-one counseling and little or no 
group counseling. In my experience, the CEO or exec-
utive will be prone to lead the group, minimize their 
problem and fail to identify with others in the group.

v Anticipate intensive family involvement partici-
pation in wellness programs. Most impaired execu-
tives have spent significant time away from home and 
will need a strong family component in treatment. 

Since executives often ignore self-care, they will need 
treatment with a strong focus on wellness, including 
regular medical check-ups. 

Summary
Identifying an impaired professional is imperative. 

We know that the end stages of addiction and mental 
illnesses can lead to suicide. For this reason, we can’t 
wait. WebMD recently published an article titled: 
“Doctors’ Suicide Rate Highest at Any Profession.” 

Pauline Anderson wrote, “One doctor commits sui-
cide in the US every day – the highest suicide rate of 
any profession. Similar statistics can be found for 
CEO’s. EAPs need to act now! For more information, 
contact Linda Fensler, FLEXIBLE EA Services, LLC 
at lindaeap@gmail.com. 

Impaired Professional          cont’d from Page 3


