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neighbors. It's a sad commen-

tary on our society, however,

that most workplaces only

aggravate people’s feelings of

isolation. It may well be that

the most important contribu-

tion of a good workplace is the

sccial element providing a har-

monious commurily in a soci-

ety where few such opporwuni-

ties exist. This is a major driv-

ing force in the workers’ com-

pensation crisis. The work-

place has become a primary

source of aggravation, frustration and stress in

the American worker’s life. Workers’ compen-

sation has become the vehicle for the employee
to “getback at the bess and the company.”

American businesses neec 1o recognize that

they play a major role when it comes to cutting

workers’ compensation costs, which are signifi-

canily influenced by motivational issues within

the workplace. Symptoms of bad workplaces

are all too tamiliar: the personal stress, the ero-

sion of physical and mental health, the lower

Eitorts 1o legislate worker safety have met with litle success, perhaps because this approaeh
has otten addressed only physical conditions, which account for less than 10 percent of njuries.

productivity. Everyone, after all, would prefer
working in a pleasant wo ' :nvironment ro an
unpleasant cne. Since most pecple spend the
grealer part of their waking hours at work, this
isno small matter.

But pollster Daniel Yankelovich has gath-
ered some impressive statistical evidence show-
ing that, if anything, the workplace is getting
worse, [n a survey conducted in the late 1960s,
Yankelovich fcund that more than half the
respondents felt they got personal tulfillment
from their jobs. By 1980, when the same ques-
tion was asked in another survey, only 27 per-
cenl were able to say thar their jobs were satis-
fying. Despite these figures, Mr. Yankelovich
discovered that most Americans still want 1o doe
a good job. Over half of all working Americans
still endovse the work ethic, agreeing with the
statement, “1 have an inner need o do the very
best job possible regardless of pay.” There is a
mismatch, then, between what most people
wanl to do during their working hours and
what they are allowed tc deo in the workplace.

INJume EvoLLion

A review of worker injury trends in the United
States from rhe turn of the century to 1990
indicates that in 1900 the typical injurics occur-
ring in the workplace were trauma-type
injuries, predominantly ampultations, lacera-

tions, fractures and crushing injuries. Starting
around the late 1940s, American businesses
began to see the presence of soft tissue work-
ers’ compensation claims, with back, shoulder
and neck injuries becoming increasingly preva-
lent. At the beginning of 1990 the soft tissue
subjective-type injury accounted lor approxi-
mately 40 10 45 percent of workplace injuries.
It's interesting to note that the onslaughr of soft
tissue workers’ compensarion claims began
with the pest-World War 11 era, when quality
tock a backseat te production in the United
States. Dr. W. Edwards Deming, renown [or his
theory of quality management, states thar this
emphasis on production over quality is the
starting point of the American worker’s loss of
“pride of workmanship.”

A third trend in injury type, mental siress,
emerged during the late 1970s but became pre-
dominant in the 1980s. in California, a 700
percent increase in mental stress claims
occurted between 1979 and 1988, Threughout
the nation a definite trend has emerged that
includes both physical and mental stress-relat-
ed workers’ compensation claims.

Stress has
become a sig-
nificant factor
associared with
the American
way ol life.
Experts estimate that 25 percent of American
workers sulfer [rom some form of mental
health problem rooted in stress and that the
annual cosl to the economy may be as high as
5150 billion per year. Major physical symp-
toms of stress include back, neck, shoulder and
wrist pain; headaches; heart and cardiovascular
disease; and cancer. Stress-relaied claims start-
ed to appear in the workplace at the same nme
Amerfcan business became reliant on high-tech
equipment. More than one-half of California’s
white collar workers’ compensation claims are
purely stress-related.

STAESS 4t Huma Besion

1t is important for employers to recognize that
they play a significant role in either creanng or
reducing worker stress. Even it the perceived
stress has not been created by the employer, in
all probabhility the employer will end up paying
for the cost in the long run: California statistics
indicate that approximately 80 percent of all
stressrelated claims are setiled, 20 percent are
dismissed and only 1 percent result in a “take
nothing” in which the employee receives no
monetary payment — however, the employer
still pays all medical costs. Even if the employee
does not file a workers’ compensation claim but
utilizes medical insurance to seek trearment for
stress-related illnesses, the employer siill ulti-




mately pays through higher medical premi-
ums. Employers, thus, should perhaps focus
their efforts on those items over which they
have contrel to reduce worker stress.

The effects of job stressors ultimately influ-
ence overall human behavior. As early as 1931,
studies indicated that employee injuries were,
for the most part, a result of human behavior as
opposed o unsafe conditons. HW. Heinrich,
in his 1931 Industrial Accident Prevention
Manuazl, indicated that 88 percent of all
employee injuries were a result of some form of
human behavior in the way of an unsate acr,
improper job knowledge or other motivational
issues. His studies also indicated that only 10
percent ot work-related injuries resulted from
physical issues. Based on today’s work environ-
ment and the overall trend ot injuries away
from a trauma-type injury to a mere stress-relat-
ed injury, it is believed that the vast majority of
employee injuries occur as a result of human
behavior.

Bur why then hasn’t industry been able to
etfectively reduce workers’ compensation
costs, knowing that the human behavior ele-
ment is primarily driven by the overall motiva-
tion of the work force. The answer to this 1s
that the business community, the insurance
industry and the government have [ocused
their efforts on introducing wotkers' compen-
sation reform laws, legislating worker safety
and utilizing the rraditional salety methods.
Efforts to reduce workers’ compensation costs
through reform of the workers’ compensation
laws are only addressing a symptom of the
problem that has been created within the work-
place. Controlling litigation and medical costs
through legislation may have a temporary
impact, but ultimarely the overall cost will be
driven by the number of employees who opt to
enter the workers' compensation system.

Ettorts (o legislate worker safety have also
met with very little success, despite a major
attempt during the past 22 years to do so by
way of Occupational Safety and Health
Administraticn regulation and safetyrelated
legislation. In fact, U.S. Bureau of Labor stats-
tics indicate ne significant improvement in
worker injury rates for these 22 years, perhaps
because the legislative approach has typically
addressed only physical conditions, which,
statistics show, account for less than 10 per-
cent of the injuries that oceur.

It is doubttul that legislation will ultimately
have an elfect on workers’ compensation costs
since those employers who have to be forced to
correct a serious danger are not likely to pos-
sess a work environment where empioyees are
treated in a positive manner that includes
rights of employees, responsibilities, rewards
for good performance, consistency within the

management style, openness
and a general feeling of trust by
the employees for management.
No piece of legislation can force
employers to develop these
traits; they will either have them
ot they won't.

ThaDIONAL ApProats PhoGiEns

When crganizations use safety

programs as the main thrust for

showing the employees that the

employer cares about them, this

often parallels a paternalistic

work environment. Employees in such work-
places usually let themselves be contrelled
because the paternalistic employer does, after
all, meet their security needs. Often, however,
the resentment turns intc rage when workers
lash out at the paternalistic emplover with even
more anger than they do against an exploitive
employer hecause the stifling paternalistic
environmenr is such an affrent to a person’s
dignity.

Another key problem with the traditional
safety program is the typical method in which
the program is formed within an organization.
Management consultant Peter Drucker has
been quoted as saying, “The only things that
evolve by themselves in an organization are
disorder, friction and malperformance.” A safe-
ty program is probably the only business activi-
y that evolves in an organization with no in-
depth planning and is associated with these
negative attributes. Typically, safety programs
just appear, usually due to an eftfort of some
middle manager or employee group. The ner-
mal efforts of an organization in the safety area
include safety training, safety commitlees,
inspections and incentive programs. Typically
these programs are activity-criented as
opposed to results-oriented. The effectiveness
of the programs is based on reactive monitor-
ing in the way of tracking injury rates and
injury costs. It essence, there is an attempt to
improve performance by looking at what has
happened in the past versus what is neecled 1o
improve in the future. Dr. Deming has likened
this approach to driving a car while looking at
only the rearview mirror. Since the traditional
safety approach, which has been utilized by
American business and extensively by the
insurance industry for close to a century, 1s
apparently not working, cther issues must
exist that are driving employee injury rates and
the worlers’ compersation costs that result

Gooo Makscestenr = Frwen Inaumies

An organization’s ability to impact its workers’
compensation costs lies in its systems’ effec-
riveness Lo address the behavioral change of




employees. In 1878, researchers analyzed the
program components of organizations with
high-versus low-injury loss programs. Based on
the findings, high-injury organizations typically
had full-tinme satety direclors or managers and
had specified staff spending more time on safe-
ty marters. Surprisingly, the plants with high
accident rates had greater employee participa-
rion on safety commitlees than organizations
with low accident rates. But the organizations
that had high injury rates typically had poor
employee/union relationships with manage-
ment. In these organizations there were high
turnover and ahsentee rates.

By contrast, the charactenistics of organiza-
tions with low injury rates usually included a
managerment comimitment to improve the over-
all operation. Higher financial stability and sol-
vency was also typically associated with these
organizations, along with the investment of
moere time and energy in employee relations
programs. In addition, selection processes for
new employees and screening programs for
employees advancing within the organizarion
were identilied. Regularly scheduled manage-
ment interaction with employees was conduci-
ecl on a one-te-one basis in which employees
were provided feedhack on their performance.
A clearly delined due process procedure was in
effect, and employees typically expressed an
attirude of fairness within the organization.

Physical conditions in the organizanons with
tow injury rates were considered o be sale and
attractive for employees. Training of new
employees was performed hy a lead or head
worker versus a supervisor or training depart-
ment. Finally, the management groups in the
organization with the lower injury rates typical-
ly expressed a greater empathy toward workers
and worker issues.

The srudies, although pertormed in the late
1970s, are in accord with the current percep-
tion of the overall effectiveness of wadirional
safety programs. The major difference berween
the high- and low-injury-rate organizations
appears 1o be that the low-injury-rale organiza-
tions were betler managed, olten adhering to
principles of good management in the utiliza-
fion of resources (employees, equipment and
materials), supervision of employees, produc-
tion, planning and moenitering, The studies
also indicated that a greater number of low-

injury-tate organizations used a “humanistic”
approach in dealing with employees — manage-
ment seemed to hold their employees m high
regard and treated them with more respect and
empathy regarding their work and persenal
problems.

Overall, the studies support a direct correla-
ton between good management and low injury
rates. To be successful at reducing employee
injuries and worlers’ compensation costs,
American businesses must address the quality
of management and the management style. To
be successful in controlling workers” compen-
sation costs, organizations must commit to
effectively managing such issues as employee
rights, responsibilities and rewards, consisten-
cy of operations, patience with mprovement
and accessibility of senior management by
employee worlk forces. They must also make
commitments for improvement in operations
and generally foster an environment of fairness
and openness between the management and
employee ranks, with an overall effort to drive
out fear. The ellects of positive organizational
behavior have a direct bearing on the overall
ability of an organization to impact its workers’
compensation costs.

Memhan roz Iuphovtiest

Major change will occur only when the current

workers' compensarion crisis is acknowledged
to be a symp-
wom of some-

[0 be successful m controlling workers vumpensation costs, organizations must COMMIt 10 hing wrong

in the man-

effectively managiny employee rights, responsibilities and rewards, consistency of operations, agement sys-

tem. There is

patience with improvement and accessinulity of seior management by work forggs. e uaspoer.

vel widely
held, belief
that an organization would have few, il any,
problems if only workers would do their johs
correctly. In fact, the potential to eliminate mis-
takes and errors lies mostly in improving the
systems through which work is done — not
changing the workers. As a rule of thumb, at
least 85 percent of all problems can be correct-
=d only by changing systems {which are largely
determined by management), whereas less
than 15 percent are under a worker’s control.
Even when it does appear thal the individual is
doing something wrong, often the trouble lies
in how the worker was trained or equipped,
which is a system problem. Management must
ask what system improvements are needed
instead of blaming individual workers.
Working from the principles of continuous
quality improvement, a system has been devel-
oped for guiding an organization through a
structured approach of workers’ compensation
cost reducticn and process improvement. A
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