Special Report

HEALTH CARE & WELLNESS

Rebalancing well-being and work
Area wellness professionals share tips for managing the stresses of modern work

A SWIFT MOVE to the virtual world enabled
many businesses to stay afloat during the
COVID-19 pandemic, but virtual work may be eat-
ing away at the wellness of today’s workforce.

Dr. Himanshu Agrawal, associate professor of
psychiatry and behavioral medicine at the Medi-
cal College of Wisconsin, says one of the worst side
effects of virtual work is “a complete obliteration
of any boundaries.”

“There is this allusion that (virtual work) has
led to more autonomy, but it's actually the oppo-
site,” Agrawal says. “There are no work hours
anymore. The status quo has become: You need to
work even harder to maintain balance.”

Pushing to this degree often comes at the cost
of neglecting one’s own needs, according to Susan
Lubar, president and founder of Milwaukee-based
Growing Minds, an organization that trains
schools, organizations and businesses in mindful-
ness practices.

“Many of us feel like we need to push through
as hard as we can to achieve,” Lubar says. “When
we push through and override our own needs
and the needs of certain relationships, we begin
to feel depleted, empty and really overall discon-
nected.”

These negative feelings could also be products
of the body’s response to continued stress, says
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Dr. Tiffany Mullen, chief executive officer and
founder of Milwaukee-based Vytal Health - a
telehealth-based platform for functional and inte-
grative medicine.

When faced with stress, Mullen says our bod-
ies produce two hormones: adrenaline and corti-
sol. The production of adrenaline protects against
physical danger by creating the “butterflies in the
stomach” feeling that motivates fight-or-flight re-
sponses. The production of cortisol is intended to
offer anti-inflammatory support in the event of
an injury.

However, the body can't distinguish between
the stress it's designed to respond to, things like
physical danger, and modern-day work stressors
like full email inboxes and challenging interac-
tions. The body, therefore, ends up producing
levels of cortisol well beyond its need, resulting in
difficulties with sleep, a lowered immune System,
unexpected weight gain and feelings of anxiety,
depression or hopelessness,

Fortunately, Lubar says the brain has what is
called neuroplasticity - the ability to reform itself
moment by moment,

“Every experience rewires your brain in that
direction,” said Lubar. She says mindfulness can
be a helpful tool to start steering our braing in the
right direction.
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PRACTICE MINDFULNESS WITH MOMENTS
OF PAUSE

Practicing mindfulness involves taking brief
moments throughout the day to check in on
thoughts, moods and feelings, both physical and
emotional, Lubar says. After using a moment
of self-awareness to become grounded, Lubar
says mindfulness entails setting new intentions
for how youd like to show up in any moment or
situation. Mindfulness can be used in the mo-
ment when responding to stress or proactively at
planned intervals throughout the day.

Lubar says mindfulness can also reframe the
Quest for better work-life balance. Rather than
focusing on a division between these parts of life,
mindfulness can help establish an overall sense of
balance - at work, at home or wherever you are
This sense of balance can be especially beneficial
when working with others, especially for thosein
leadership roles, Lubar says.

‘If you can stay grounded in your executive
functions - your highest level of thinking - Yo
can hold the space for other people until they
have a chance to ground themselves again’
Lubar said. One way she facilitates mindfulness
among her own team is by starting meeting
With two minutes of silence, allowing time fof
attendees to Pause and set deliberate intentions



—

for the meeting. =

Agrawal says in his experience,
being open about his own mind-
fulness practice sometimes inspires
others to exercise more self-care,
He says if taking time to practice
mindfulness puts him a few minutes
behind schedule, he finds his stu-
dents and colleagues respond with
messages like, “Good for you,” and, “T
should really do that more

Engaging in mindfulness is a
good starting point for finding bal-
ance, Agrawal says. The next step -
making changes to reach your ideal
state - can be more challenging, and
it looks different for everyone.

BE INTENTIONAL ABOUT WHERE
YOU'RE PUTTING YOUR TIME
AND ATTENTION

One way to manage the impact
of stress is by being intentional
about where youre putting your
focus, says Lubar. A consistent focus
on negative thoughts and problems
produces negative feelings, yet an
intentional focus on gratefulness or
positive attributes produces more
positive feelings.

Agrawal also recommends be-
ing intentional with your time. He's
found success with “leasing” his time
- a technique introduced by Sig-
mund Freud. This practice involves
scheduling the day with dedicated
periods of time in which you are
available to others and those that
are off limits, fiercely protected for
time with family or individual pur-
suits. Agrawal says his wife was an
incredible mentor and supporter for

him as he applied this framework to
his own life,

TALK ABOUT YOUR STRUGGLES

Discussing stressors with a
Spouse, a friend, a loved one or a pro-
fessional can be incredibly helpful
In coping with stress and realizing
WeTe not alone, Mullen says.

‘We don't talk to each other
about this stuff” Mullen says. “We'Te
Not vulnerable with each other. Re-
ally leaning on friends and family
Who you trust and feel safe with to
€xplain your sjtuation goes a long
Way. Let's not be isolated anymore.’

_If symptoms of stress reach a
Point that they're greatly impacting

%nteractions Wwith people you love
}nvolvement Wwith something that’s’
1mportant to you or carrying out
daily functions, Agrawal says men-
tal health Support can be a valuable
resource to guide rebalancing ef-
forts. He says it's important for peo-
ple to accept that they don't need to
overextend themselves to be a suc-
cessful worker, parent or student.
Bgcause it can be difficult to recog-
nize symptoms of stress and burn-
out while wading through the thick
.Of it, Agrawal recommends schedul-
Ing monthly wellness self-checks -
much like routine scheduled medical
care - to check in on the emotional
and spiritual self. He says this can be
done informally, or using a variety
of available online resources.

PRIORITIZE SIMPLE PERSONAL
HEALTH PRACTICES

Taking time throughout the day
to check in with basic physical needs
- like eating healthy foods, drinking
water or finding opportunities to be
active - can also positively impact
wellness, Mullen says.

She says paying attention to your
sleep schedule is one of the best ways
to improve overall wellness. It can
bring “great perspective, more resil-
iency and more energy,” she said.

Strategically creating a work-
space that tends to the stressors of
work is another important step,
according to Tonya Dybdahl, space
planning and design manager at Na-
tional Business Furniture.

She says a current trend among
businesses is designing a mix of dif-
ferent spaces for different types of
work. For remote workers, design-
ing home workspaces with light-
er-colored paints, artwork, plants,
ergonomic furniture and natural
lighting can help accommodate
both the emotional and physical de-
mands of work.

Mullen says it’s important not to
feel pressured to change everythix.\g
at once. Adding wellness practic-
es may feel like adding mor.e to the
plate, but even just changing one
thing at a time can positively ‘1m-
pact our overall sense of Well—belpg,
Agrawal adds that simply including
wellness in your routine can some-

times make all the difference. [ |

Teaming up to
help bring your
benefits costs down

Discounted rates, quality employee benefits and
surplus refund*potential when medical claims
are lower than expected. They’re all possible
with a UnitedHealthcare Level Funded health
plan for your business through the Metropolitan
Milwaukee Association of Commerce (MMAC).

*0,300

average health plan surplus refund
among the 28.7% of MMAC Level Funded plan
sponsors who received a refund in 2021 *

Get all the details from an MMAC-affiliated
broker or visit uhc.com/mmac

Don'’t have a broker? Contact Barb Smith at
bsmith@mmac.org or 414-287-4173.

MMAC

METROPOLITAN MILWAUKEE
ASSOCIATION OF COMMERCE

United l
Healthcare

* Among the UnitedHealthcare Level Funded plan sponsors who were MMAC members, 28.7% received a
surplus refund in 2021, the average of which was $9,300. UnitedHealthcare internal reconciliation analysis,
Jan, 1, 2021 through Dec. 31, 2021. Please consult a tax and/or legal advisor to determine if, by receiving
this refund, there are any restrictions or obligations. Surplus refund available only where allowed by law.

Administrative services provided by United HealthCare Services, Inc. or their affiliates, and
UnitedHealthcare Service LLC in NY. Stop-loss insurance is underwritten by All Savers Insurance
Company (except CA, MA, MN, NJ and NY), UnitedHealthcare Insurance Company in MA and MN,
UnitedHealthcare Life Insurance Company in NJ, UnitedHealthcare Insurance Company of New York
in NY, and All Savers Life Insurance Company of California in CA
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