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e ‘ believe we have
CL 10 experience
) the ?e%lehnpa,ct of the

current economic situation.

1 am hopetul that we will not begin to approach
the devastation of the Great Depression.

By ROY L WILLIAMS
Netws staff writer

n 1969, Deborah L. Stephens gave
up o job is 8 hospital executive in
Milwaukee to pursue a dream of
runninfhﬂ own business,

Nearly two decades later, Ste-
phens has built Birmingham's Behav-
loral Health Systems into a finm that
provides autplacement and employee
assistance services to more than 500
companies across the country,

Stephens, who was once featured in
an Entrepreneur magazine cover story
about people who built multmillion-
dollar enterprises from scratch, says
today's economic downturn has more
companies tuming to Behavioral
Health for assistance in helping
stressed-out workers cope with a crisis
some have begun comparing to the
Great Depression,

She shares her views of how the
current economy is affecting compa-
nies and employees,

Q. Give me your take on how this
downturn is affecting companies Be-
havioral Health works with?

A. A lot of our clients' businesses are
booming, with expansions and hiring
occurring rather than downsizing,
However, for those companies that do

- have to lay off employees, we ohserve
the highest degree of concern for
those employees’ well-being and for
their job search efforts.

However, | believe we have yet to
experience the realimpact of the cur-
rent economic siteation. | am hopeful
that we will not begin o approach the
devastation of the Great Depression,
where unemployment rates reached
33 percent.




Q. Isit fair for the current financial
crisis to be compared to the Great De-
pression?

A. There are some aspects that are
bothersome in their similarity to our
current economic condition. For in-
stance, it originated in the U.5., with
muost historians that it

on the day of the stock market cra

of 1829 (Oct. 29 of that year, known as

“Black T:

“Also, dahtwumnumufﬂwh
causes of the Great » Credit
had been ample and readily available

at n]mnp rates. C{:rnsumnr and com-

flation nccurred dumnn:flgg 5=

creased,
~ This caused massive defaults and
banking failures, which led to curtail-
ments of construction and capital
investments. The downward s
calated, which turned a lntu
adggmun. ﬂ'lﬂﬁ bz
mpounding these pro was
the occurrence of a severe drought
which ravaged the heartland of Amer-
ica and decimated the farming indus-
try. Massive layoffs occurred.

Some cite the faflure of the govern-
ment to rescue the banks, some
blamed the Federal Reserve for poor
policy-making in allowing the money

supply to shrink, while yet others, in-
cluding President Roosevelt, blamed
the excesses of big business for caus-
ing an unstable and inequitable distri-
bution of wealth,

There are just too many similarities
between the causes of the Great De-
pression to our current situation, for
comiort. [, and others | speak to, feel
we are af a point where the right deci-
sions need to be made, and now,

Q. Have you seen increased demand
Jfor your employee assistance programs
at the companies you work with?

A. Absolutely. Over the 20 years
we've been in business, we've seen
our EAP putpatient usage go from an
average of 6 percent to over 11 per-
cent currently,

Some company's rates are as high
as 18 percent. This means that a com-
pany with 2,500 beneficiaries could
see up to 180 people call for assis-
tance,

We are seeing increased requests for
financial and legal referrals, as well as
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stress and marital issues, In addition,
our education and training division,
which has been in existence for over a
decade, is recefving requests daily for
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Q. “Can the current daily deluge of

bad economic news have a negative af-

fect on people psychologically?

A, Many people are personally af-
fected right now with the market in-
stability. We've seen this in the past
with both 9/11 and the subsequent
walrs,

It is possible to become so en- | :
grossed in media cove to the ex-
clusion of other activities, that the
whole world seems negative. People
that are prone to depression are par-
tieularly susceptible.

And it isn't just the psychol
toll, The stress of bad news is g
people’s wellness, Acute stress after
the 9/11 attacks was associated with a
53 percent increase in cardiovascular
ailments. |

We've seen many companies who
want to go the extra mile for employ-
ees now — providing additional finan-

cial assistance counseling, elder-care
assistance, help with work-life issues,
flexible hours, four-day work weeks,
all in an effort to minimize stress on
the employee.

Q. What led you into this type of
wark?

A. After almost 20 years in health
care administration, [ saw an opportu-
nity to provide d care services,
theﬂrstufltaklnﬂm based in the
?nuthmt as of 1989, I created a& pre-
erred provider o nanda
a?n to admim:nmtﬂ

thisubstance abuse benefits for

self-insured employers nationwide,

Q. How do you relax away from
work? ! a

A. Being with friends, reading, weight
munjmumﬂﬂm
with my andspmﬁ
mthn;lélynwmmh-lwed d very
Ihawn Tibetan terder,
ﬁn andaBichunFﬂmnnmedﬂn
a.

Bogart has been on a tour of
naﬂunal dog shows with his handler.
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