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In addition, the same study shows 82.5% of the sample say financial stress affects their health, citing ailments including depression, headaches, insomnia, digestive problems, high blood pressure and appetite disorders. 

"Most people don't realize how often their physical problems are caused by stressing over money problems," says Mary Brown, senior vice president at BrownRichards & Associates, a company specializing in providing national and international work-life consulting and referral services. 

If statistics on debt are any indication, health problems from financial stress will get worse. The Federal Reserve reported in 2005 that Americans owed $800 billion on their credit cards, an increase of 31% from 2000. In a recent 12-month period, studies also showed that one in three households used credit cards to pay for their mortgage, utilities or groceries. 

Integrated treatment 

With financial and physical/emotional health clearly linked, treating problems in both areas should be linked as well. 

Most employers offer employee assistance programs to assist workers with mental and behavioral health issues, and a trained counselor can help employees untangle a complex web of emotions regarding money and spending and point to ways to ease the emotional and physical manifestations of financial stress. 

Fewer companies, though, offer financial counseling, which is just as important. 

Though not a medical school graduate, a good financial counselor will be accredited or certified, and have years of experience working with all kinds of financial situations. An experienced financial counselor can help employees take an honest look at a particular situation to figure out the causes of financial problems. 

Some financial problems are situational, such as a divorce, a death in the family, unexpected health care expenses, job loss or identity theft. Others are behavioral, meaning they are rooted in other problems and require a change in thinking and action to amend the problems. 

Many are a combination of both that feed on one another, such as a layoff leading to inappropriate use of credit and unhealthy coping behaviors, such as excessive eating or drinking - yet another reason for employers to integrate their EAP services and financial counseling. 

Effective financial counseling can help employees sort through their financial situations and coach them to make better day-to-day choices, which leads to long-term financial health. 

Research by Virginia Tech personal finance professor Thomas Garman indicates that financial education offered to employees produces real results; 75% reported making better financial decisions, while 56% said their financial situation had improved. Garman estimates a dollar return on investment of three to one for employers who invest in such programs. 

Employers may offer financial counseling and education as part of an employee benefit package through an EAP or other work-life program. An effective, holistic approach to financial counseling will offer sound, confidential and objective help to quickly assess the problem and find the most effective remedy. 

Integrated EAP and financial counseling can save employees from financial, physical or emotional crisis, improving overall health and productivity, both of which contribute to the bottom line. By offering a program dedicated to financial health, employers can enjoy a healthy bottom line and healthier, happier employees. 
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