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Stress at Work 

 



What is Stress? 

• The daily Mail calls stress the new 

backache implying workers are swinging 

the lead when off work with stress. 



“Mental illness is nothing to be 

ashamed of, but stigma and bias 

shame us all.”  

   Former US President Bill Clinton 



HSE Definition 

• The adverse reaction people have to 

excessive pressures or other types of 

demands placed upon them 





In practice! 

• Higher targets, more pressure, additional 

workloads and less staff.  



Employee absence 

• 40% of Employers say the recession has 

increased their organisations focus on 

reducing absence levels and costs 



A vicious circle 

• As Employees feel the strain and overall 

sick absence through stress rises, a third 

of not for profit organisations ware using 

sick records as a key determining factor in 

selection for redundancy 



Specifically stress related 

• 30% of Employers report an increase in 

stress related ill health since 2009 



Major triggers 

    The HSE Identifies 4 major causes of 

anxiety leading to stress at work in Not 

for Profit Sector 

1. Workload / volume of work 

2. Management style 

3. Relationships at work 

4. Organisational change / restructuring 



Identifying factors 

• Stress related illness is often seen as 

manifesting itself in symptoms relating to 

mental health however it is just as likely to 

manifest in physical symptoms and 

conditions 



Exercise 

• List as many medical conditions as you 

can that may be indicators of a stressful 

working environment and be prepared to 

explain your thoughts in your feedback 



Behavioural signals 

• In addition to medical conditions which 
may be signals of stress there are a 
number of key behavioural indicators, 
e.g. 

1. Physical inactivity 

2. Poor sleep resulting tiredness 

3. Excess drinking 

4. Changes in eating patterns 

5. Starting smoking 

 



Cognitive factors 

• Changes can often be seen in attention 

span or ability to make decisions or react 

to even minor change 



Domestic factors 

• Some Employers argue that domestic 

factors are to blame for stress the reverse 

is often true. Work related stress may be 

hard to release in the workplace and is 

often a cause of tension at home. 



Helplessness 

• There is often a 

sense of 

helplessness within 

the workplace as 

raising concerns can 

be seen as 

weakness or inability 

to cope with 

workload 



Stress and Mental Health: the scale of 

the problem 

• 11m workers are affected by 
mental health problems 

• This costs the UK £40 million  

November  2010 



Statistical indicators 

• Certain indicators such as high turnover, 

low morale, minor errors, minor accidents, 

poor performance, attitudinal change can 

be picked up statistically 



Relationships 

• Look out for tension within teams, strains 

in personal relationships, isolation from 

teams, conflict, harassment and bullying 



Job focus 

• Cuts may result in more direct focus on 

the task and less on the individual, less 

team meetings, appraisal and training may 

slip and these factors can quickly 

demoralise teams and lead to high levels 

of stress 



What future? 

• The perceived or actual lack of promotion 

or advancement linked with job insecurity 

is key to rising stress levels 



Who picks this up? 

• Line managers should pick up on these 

issues however bearing in mind they are 

also subject to enhanced pressure this 

may not occur so Unite reps should look 

out for these issues too 



Assessing risk 

• Risk assessment is a process conducted 

for both physical and mental health issues 

and Employers in the sector should be 

conducting stress risk assessments just as 

they would conduct an assessment for 

computer users, new tasks or processes 



Definitions 

• Hazard – Something 

with the potential to 

cause harm 

• Risk – The likelihood 

of that harm being 

manifested and the 

degree of likely harm 



Risk Assessment 

• The examination of aspects of work taking 

into consideration any potential injury or 

harm to person or property and 

identification of whether those hazards 

identified could be eliminated, prevented, 

controlled or protected against 



1974 Act 

• Section 2 places the ultimate responsibility 

for the protection of Health, Safety and 

Welfare firmly at the door of the Employer. 

We all have individual responsibility for our 

own safety and that of those around us but 

the people with the ability to monitor and 

make changes is THE EMPLOYER 



Management of Safety Regulations 

1999 
 

• The key is the concept of managing safety 

just as a company would manage budgets, 

staff etc was established largely by the 

Management of Safety Regulations 1999 



Risk Assessment 

• The Management Regulations formalised 

the concept of Risk Assessment (Reg 3) 

• The need for Employers to appoint a 

“competent person” in order to assess the 

risks associated with a task. 

• All tasks in the work place should be 

properly risk assessed. 



RISK ASSESSMENTS 
There are five steps to risk assessment 

1. Identify the hazards 

2. Decide who might be harmed and how 

3. Evaluate the risks and decide on 

precautions 

4. Record your findings 

5. Review your assessments and update 

if necessary 



Hierarchy of Risk Assessment 

• There is a defined 

hierarchy of dealing 

with risks 

 

 

Remove the Hazard 

Control the Hazard 

PPE 
As an absolute last resort  



Stress Risk Assessment 

WORK 

 

• work activities 

• tasks / job design 

• working methods 

• working times / location 

• workload / workflow / pace 

• worker’s control 

• work equipment and PPE 

 

 



Stress Risk Assessment 

ORGANISATION 

 

• organisational structures  

• work organisation 

• management systems 

• pay systems 

• communications 

• corporate culture / ethos 

 

 



Stress Risk Assessment 

ROLES and RELATIONSHIPS 

 

• role definition? 

• role ambiguity / conflict? 

• relationships with others? 

• attitudes / culture? 

• relationship between work  

 and personal life? 

 



Stress Risk Assessment 
INDIVIDUAL FACTORS 

 

• background / culture? 

• personal circumstances? 

• characteristics? 

• perception / response? 
 

 

 

 



Stress Risk Assessment 

DEMANDS 

 

• physical? 

 

• mental? 

 

• emotional? 

 

 



Stress Risk Assessment 

RISK EVALUATION 

• What preventive measures are already in 

place? 

• Are they sufficient / effective in preventing the 

risk? 

• Does anything else need to be done? 

• Which risks are the most serious? 

• What are the priorities? 



 

HSE Stress Management Standards 
Online Assessment tool 

Key Factors 

Demand 

Control 

Support 

Relationships 

Role 

Organisational 

Change 

  Key Issues 

• Require greater promotion 

• They are useful and can work 

when used properly 

• Need more enforcement 

• Employers should be forced to 

implement them 

• Direct responsibilities for CEO, 

Board, Directors & Managers 

• Greater Penalties for failure to act 



Unite Strategies 

• Encouraging Employers to adopt HSE 

Stress management standards 

• Chase stress risk assessment 

• Attempt to eradicate underlying causes 

• Dignity at work culture / policy 

• Remove stigma 

• Supportive structures at all levels 



“The greatest wealth is 

health”.  ~Virgil  

 


