THE ROLE OF BUSINESS IN THE SWINE FLU OUTBREAK
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With concerns over a global swine flu epidemic grayyit will be interesting to see the
role that businesses take in dealing with and priévg the spread of the disease.
Although there is no doubt that companies can tiesituation, | am hoping that
business leaders at least cease some of the copnactices that encourage the spread of
illness among employees.

It is not unusual for organizations to award soype tof bonus to people who do not use
their sick days over a defined period. The bonag be in the form of a direct payout
for not using sick days or indirectly combined wsibme other type of reward (e.g., a
bonus which, to be eligible, requires perfect atterce during the period). However the
payout is packaged, it is basically an incentivdiszourage people from using (or
abusing) sick days.

This type of incentive makes perfect sense whendgonot trust some employees.
Offering a bonus to those who do not abuse sick dagms logical because it rewards
thereliable workers while punishing thieresponsible employees. What | have found
with this type of incentive, however, is that itwally results in increasing — rather than
decreasing - the number of sick days taken by eyepky especially during cold and flu
season.

Some companies distinguish between “excused” andxXtused” absences by limiting
incentives to only those who present a note frafoaor after calling in sick. Besides
creating a patriarchal culture within the comparheve managers are believed to be
more trustworthy than workers, this type of polioyces ill employees to take the time,
energy and expense to see a doctor when all thgyheed is to rest for a day or two to
recover sufficiently enough to return to work.

Rewarded for Spreading Colds & Flu

Rewarding people for perfect attendance encouraggsoyees to come into work when
they are sick and need to stay home and rest. réhidts in spreading the cold or flu to
other employees, thereby increasing the numbeeaople who either take sick days or
come into work when they, like the person who foatne into work when he or she was
sick, should stay at home. In a small companyg, ¢an be devastating because a large
percentage of the workforce can end up sick. Blarge company, | saw infections
spread quickly — even to facilities in other coiesr— because sick employees were
encouraged to come into work instead of stayingdtmrecover.

One can imagine the effect this type of behaviorltave on a swine flu epidemic.
Whether faced with a worldwide epidemic or the cammold, however, managers need
to understand that encouraging sick people to datoevork shows a lack of regard for
the health of all employees and can result in laagts for the company.

Copyright © 2009 Gregg Stocker Page 1 of 4 gstocker@praeceaxdggcom



THE ROLE OF BUSINESS IN THE SWINE FLU OUTBREAK

Why We Think It Works

Over the years, this type of incentive programbeen very common among American
companies for a variety of reasons.

1. Frustration
It is frustrating when someone calls in sick. VWe Ipeople because we need
them to do a job and when they miss work withomaade notice, it can cause
problems with productivity, customer service, andegiuling, in addition to
putting pressure on other employees.

An incentive to reduce absenteeism is an attemgé#ab with the frustration that
unfortunately can make the situation worse.

2. School Perfect Attendance Awards

Rewarding perfect attendance is a concept that raany were first exposed to
during our school days. It is very common for sukdo award certificates to
students who do not miss any days during the sgjesl As is does with
companies, though, this type of incentive oftemiltesn sick students coming to
school and spreading the sickness to other childrereby increasing the total
number of days missed by the student body (andhéeg); as a whole.

3. Focus on Direct/Easy to Measure Costs

Determining the cost of absenteeism by measuriagntimber of sick days taken
is easy, but unfortunately inaccurate. It is ingdole to determine the costs
associated with the lower productivity that resiériten employees coming into
work sick. When multiplied by the number of empmeg who were infected by a
person who came into work sick, the total dropriodoictivity can be staggering.

4. Hero Worship

Whether the result of an direct incentive or pusitieinforcement, the American
business culture tends to make a hero out of th@ame who comes into work
even when he or she is sick. We tend to look gb@@& who is more committed to
the company than their own health as a valued eyaplo

| once worked with a company where the CEO publicbised managers in the
corporate office for coming into work when they wdf. As a result, people
became afraid to call in sick and only did so wirexy were physically unable to
come into the office. During flu season, infeci@pread quickly through the
office resulting in a number of problems for thengany.
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5. Lack of Trust

Offering an incentive that discourages the useaf days shows a lack of trust in
employees because if you trust their motives, yould/believe them when they
called in sick. This can be a reflection of thenpany’s hiring practices and its
process for screening employees. If the comparglises are clear and job
candidates are carefully screened before hiriragture they possess these
values, you should be able to trust the motivasditiduals.

Dealing with employees who appear to be abusingdhgany’s attendance
policy should be done immediately and on a casedsg basis and not through
companywide policy changes.

What Can Be Done?

There are a number of things that can be donedieceeabsenteeism at a company. The
most obvious is proactive health planning, whiatiudes nutritional and health
counseling to help employees strengthen their imeraystems — especially during flu
season. In addition to reducing employee sickngi$sn the company, this type of
initiative can improve productivity (by having htaér employees) and morale (by
demonstrating that management cares about employees

Another action that has been shown to help redbserdeeism is to offer unlimited sick
days to employees. When a specific number ofdagls are offered, people think of
them as something they aeed by the company and tend to believe they needdo us
them or lose them before the end of the year. Wlimited sick leave policy does not
give the impression that people wibke days that they do not take.

As an example, a company | once worked with chartgesick leave policy from 10
days per year to unlimited days. Within the fyrsair, the average number of sick days
taken per employee was significantly reducefks nmentioned earlier, though, care must
be taken in any measure used to evaluate the results from a change in sick leave policy]

Focus on Health

Basically, the way to reduce absenteeism due kmesgs — including a flu epidemic — is
to focus on health instead of sickness. Attemptiinignprove the situation through
artificial means like monetary incentives will falp people get sick less often. On the
other hand, providing information, counseling, antkealthier work environment can
give those who are willing to change the abilitydtoso, leading to sustained
improvement.

Some of the steps businesses can take to helpnpravéi1lN1 epidemic (and reduce the
financial impact if it does occur) are as follows:
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e Telecommuting Encourage those employees who can work from Honde so.
This obviously involves a certain level of trusatlemployees will, in fact, work
when they are not in the office;

e Stress Managemenmplement stress management and reduction pragfam
employees. Studies have shown that stress deprimgsenmune system and
anything the company can do to help employeeswligalstress can help to prevent
(or reduce the effects of) the flu;

e Nutritional CounselingDiet can help or hinder the effectiveness of ispe’s
immune system. Counseling people on food choindseating habits can help them
strengthen their immune systems to fight off inf@ts$, as well as improve their
overall health;

e Education Educate people on the ways to prevent the smpkdidease. Provide
hand cleaners and anti-bacterial wipes in convemoeations throughout the
workplace;

e Stay Home! Implement a policy for people to stay home wHesytare sick. Send
people home when they are sick and come into wbiknot penalize people for
using sick days and consider implementing an utdidhsick leave policy at least
until the swine flu scare has passed. Also, elt@mmonetary incentives that
encourage people to come into work when they ate si

Executives have the responsibility to take a rolpreventing the spread of swine flu —
not only for the health of their employees (andrbkelves), but also to help reduce the
financial impact that a flu epidemic can have oroeganization. Implementing the
above actions, however, will not be easy for Anericompanies because they require a
fundamental change in the way managers think. f@&eof an HIN1 global pandemic,
however, may be just thing that stimulates thigtgpchange in thinking.
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