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Q. When an employee is referred to the EAP by a 
supervisor, if the employee truly believes they 
have no personal problem whatsoever, isn’t this 
the same as forcing the employee to participate? 
Isn’t this a problem for the EAP as a matter of 
ethics? 

A. As a matter of policy, EAPs are voluntary and 
established to help employees address personal 
problems that may affect job performance, and they 
serve as helpful and appropriate mechanisms to 
assist supervisors in managing troubled employees. Within this framework, a supervisor 
referral based on job performance, even if an employee says they have no personal 
problems, does not conflict with ethics or the EAP’s core technology (fundamental 
principles of operation). The classic example is the alcoholic in denial who attends the EAP 
after referral for performance problems, but later is motivated to enter treatment based 
upon an assessment, motivational counseling, and evidence of the disease. Some employers may modify their policies to 
make participation in EAPs mandatory for certain infractions. However, even in such cases, referral is more akin to an 
accommodation with a disciplinary action held in abeyance, pending cooperation and follow-through with EAP 
recommendations. 

Q. What is a common mistake supervisors make after informally referring an employee to the EAP for performance 
issues and urging them to attend? 

A. The most common mistake is not formalizing the referral later if lasting changes in performance are not forthcoming. Some 
supervisors prefer to be less formal about urging troubled employees to participate in the EAP. This approach can be 
effective, and it is less confrontational, but it typically will not generate the same degree of urgency and cooperation as a 
formal referral process does. This can be a problem if a health condition exists that requires a strong commitment from the 
employee to treat it. For example, an employee with an attendance problem due to an undiagnosed gambling addiction may 
be less motivated to participate in every EAP recommendation to treat this difficult condition. Motivation and urgency, which 
are more likely with a formal supervisor referral, would be lacking. Loss of a valuable worker is a risk if the supervisor does not 
go the next step to formalize the EAP referral with continuing performance problems. 

Q. My main problem as a supervisor is lack of assertiveness. I imagine conflict and hesitate to ask employees to do 
certain things, or I avoid raising issues I perceive will create conflict. I am very frustrated with myself and want to 
overcome this problem. What do you suggest? 

A. The battle is half won with your desire to change. It appears that you are linking assertiveness with aggression. Doing so 
inhibits your ability to become assertive. Assertiveness is not aggression, which takes rights from others. Shift your focus to 
your right and responsibility to supervise, direct, and lead others because it is your job to do so. The EAP can work with you to 
master this supervisory skill. Every day is an opportunity to practice assertiveness, so give the following a shot: When you 
experience an opportunity to be assertive, mentally identify the justification. For example, tell yourself, “My job requires asking 
Jim to have all the statistics to me by Friday.” Later, make a note of how well you performed at being assertive, and how you’ll 
improve at the next opportunity. These steps of thinking, writing, reading, practicing, and evaluating will lead you to your goal. 
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