Cold/Flu Season Should Prompt Focus on Health and Wellness
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'Tis the season for colds and flu. To reduce the impact of seasonal illnesses in their workplaces, employers should consider taking an integrated approach to health and absence management. By supporting employee health and wellness and consistently applying absence policies and procedures, employers may be able to reduce both the frequency and duration of short-term absences. 
The costs of short-term absences
Limiting the scope of short-term unplanned absences is important for employers. According to a study from global HR consulting firm Mercer, unplanned "incidental" absences cost employers at least 6 percent of payroll each year. 

That's a hefty price tag for any employer, but Mercer says most employers overlook the toll unplanned incidental absences take. (Mercer defines incidental absences as "absences of five work days or less, such as casual sick days, where the occurrence was not known and approved ahead of time by the employee's supervisor.")

"The cost of absence is often misunderstood, seen as unmeasurable or dismissed as a negligible amount. While most other expenses for an organization, including most benefit programs, have clearly defined costs, employee absence is an area that is often not carefully tracked or even when it is, does not easily reveal its full costs," Mercer says in its 2007 National Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Plans. 

Mercer says incidental unplanned absences have three areas of financial impact:

•    Direct costs: the benefits and wages paid to employees while absent

•    Indirect costs: lost productivity and/or expenses associated with replacement workers 

•    Administrative costs: These include internal staffing, overhead and vendor services

Mercer's research shows unplanned incidental absences wreak more havoc than other types of absence when it comes to productivity. Unplanned incidental absences result in the highest net loss of productivity per day—21 percent vs. 15 percent for planned absences and 17 percent for extended absences. 

According to Mercer, the average number of incidental unplanned absences per employee was 5.3 days across all employee classes. Exempt employees had the fewest average absences (3.8 days); union hourly workers had the highest (6.7 days). 

Steps to take
Given the costs associated with unplanned incidental absences, employers have a strong business case for trying to reduce them. And, because such absences typically peak during the winter months when colds and flus are more common, it makes sense to use the approach of winter as a time to examine health and absence management practices and upgrade them as needed. 

Focus on the big picture
Tom Klett, a senior consultant in the Stamford office of global HR consulting firm Watson Wyatt, urges employers to consider managing cold and flu-related absences as just one part of their larger health management strategies. "The more progressive companies try to engage employees in how they prospectively manage their health and seasonal illnesses are no different." 

"Progressive companies help reduce illness and absences by encouraging employees to focus on health improvements. They help employees see the impact of illness on themselves and the business. This is especially important now for employees as compensation is so often tied to performance," Klett says. 

Klett says it's critical employers view cold and flu management as part of a continuous health management process, not just a seasonal initiative. "Often underlying health issues increase the propensity for colds and flu. By addressing both the underlying issues and the potential for seasonal illnesses, employers can better manage the risks." 

"A lot more goes into whether someone will or won't get the flu than just exposure," Chris Skisak, president of Corporate Health Management Solutions, a Texas-based health and productivity management company, says. "Conditions such as depression, diabetes and hypertension can make individuals more susceptible to acquiring the flu. Effectively managing chronic conditions year-round can help prevent seasonal illnesses." 

"Employers should use their full range of health management resources to reduce colds and flu. Encourage employees to get physicals, undergo health risk assessments, if offered, participate in wellness programs and other activities that both improve health and uncover the propensity for respiratory illnesses," Klett says. 

Provide an ounce of prevention
A less complex, but also effective strategy employers should consider is encouraging and providing flu shots. "It's a lot wiser to invest in preventive treatment than to invest in disease treatment so anything one can do to prevent illness is effective," Skisak says. 

In some cases, employers may have to use all of their persuasive powers to convince employees to obtain flu shots. According to a Consumer Reports Health survey released last month, while 83 percent of participants have had the flu at least once, only half (52 percent) of Americans plan to get the flu vaccine this year, despite its being the best option for prevention. Reasons cited by participants for skipping the vaccine included the belief that it's better to build your own immunities (67 percent), they don't get sick (45 percent), the vaccine made them or someone they know ill (41 percent) or the belief that the vaccine is ineffective (26 percent). Five percent said they'd rather get sick than go to work. 

"Despite the prevalence and potential seriousness of the flu, we found that many adults are surprisingly misinformed about both the flu and flu vaccination. People need to know that getting a flu vaccination every year is the best way to prevent the flu. The vaccine will not make them sick or give them the flu," says John Santa, M.D., director of the Consumer Reports Health Ratings Center. 

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control feels strongly enough about flu shots that it named last week National Influenza Vaccination Week. It used print, web and other communication channels to spread the word that flu vaccinations can and should continue through December, January and beyond. UnitedHealth Group also jumped on the bandwagon, encouraging its more than 30 million health plan customers to seek vaccinations through their employers or health care professionals. 

Practice good absence management
At the same time employers are focusing on health management, they also should ensure they have effective absence management systems in place. According to Mercer, common elements of effective systems include: 

•    Thoughtfully designed health, leave and attendance policies

•    Centralized recordkeeping across all locations of the organization that is accessible by managers and supervisors, and HR, payroll, and other staff 

•    Careful monitoring of absences and consistent enforcement of policies

•    Reviewing of data and trends for issues

•    Planning for return to work

•    Disability and workers' compensation vendor performance management

The bottom line
Continuous health and absence management will do more to reduce the impact of colds and flu on the workplace than short-term seasonal approaches. Employers should review their practices in both areas and focus on initiatives that emphasize employee health and productivity. 

Resources:
Tom Klett, senior consultant, Watson Wyatt: http://www.watsonwyatt.comChris Skisak, president, Corporate Health Management Solutions: http://www.chms1.com Mercer 2007 National Survey of Employer-Sponsored Health Plans: http://www.mercer.comCDC Flu Shot resources: http://www.cdc.gov/flu/nivw/index.htmConsumer Reports Health: http://www.consumerreportshealth.org 

For fun?? Google's Flu Tracker—see which states are hit hardest by the flu. Daily updates: http://www.cdc.gov/flu/nivw/index.htm.
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