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Have the past 24 months
been stressful for you?
Do you know if your team have found it stressful?
April is Stress Awareness Month and the
theme this year is Community. The last two
years have been among the most challenging
most of us have had to face and many people
are struggling and seeking support. Lack of
support can lead to loneliness and isolation,
which impacts on people’s wellbeing and
mental health and can lead to mental illness.
Stress can also impact on people’s physical
health and CIPD’s work with Simplyhealth in
2021, shows that stress continues to be one
of the major causes of short and long-term
absence from work.

As we hopefully emerge from the COVID-19
pandemic, it’s really important to continue
support of our workplace community.
Although most restrictions have been lifted,
for many the work environment feels quite
different to the pre-pandemic workplace. One
of the positives we have noticed coming out
of the last couple of years is community spirit
and support.
Managing the factors that can cause
work-related stress is key to managing our
teams effectively. So what is stress and what
can we do to support our employees and
colleagues in our workplace community?
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What is work-related
stress?
‘The adverse reaction people have to
excessive pressures or other types of
demand placed on them at work’. This is how
the UK Health and Safety Executive (HSE)
defines work-related stress. If we don’t have
the physical, financial, emotional or other
resources we need to meet this demand,
we can become stressed. The ONS Labour
Force Survey revealed in 2018/19 that the
total number of working days lost due to
work-related stress, depression or anxiety
was 12.8 million days. According to the HSE,
this increased to 17.9 million working days
lost due to stress, depression or anxiety in
2019/20.
If we are under too much stress for too long, it
can lead to mental and physical illness, which
can lead to further absence.

ACAS says that ‘Stress can affect
people mentally in the form of
anxiety and depression, and
physically in the form of heart
disease, back pain and alcohol and
drug dependency’.

What is the difference
between ‘pressure’ and
‘stress’?
Challenges that cause levels of pressure
can be healthy, for example having to make
decisions calmly and quickly when faced
with a dangerous situation. A certain increase
in pressure can lead to an improvement in
productivity, e.g. motivation to hit a deadline.
However, an increase in pressure for a
prolonged length of time or an excessive rise
in pressure can be harmful to health.
Stress in an employee’s personal life, for
example due to financial worries, can
influence their performance or behaviour
at work. It’s difficult to leave your worries at
home. Everyone is different. So, if employers,
managers and colleagues treat people as
individuals and help them balance their
work and personal responsibilities, this can
help retain valuable employees, build their
resilience to stress and increase performance
in the long-term. CIPD’s research in 2021
shows that supportive co-workers and line
managers can help protect individuals’
resilience.
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What are the main causes of stress
in employees?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Excessive workload or pressure to meet
deadlines
management style
poor communication
relationships at work
office politics, harassment or bullying
lack of training
job insecurity
poor work-life balance – homeworking as
a result of COVID-19 or too little time at
home
issues in home-life
health issues
COVID-19-related anxiety.

What signs and symptoms of
stress should we look out for?
The following might indicate high levels of
work-related stress:
• high staff turnover
• an increase in sickness absence
• reduced work performance
• poor timekeeping
• increased customer complaints.

What legislation do we
need to follow?
Under the Health and Safety at Work Act
1974, employers have a legal duty to protect
employees from stress at work by assessing
the risks of stress-related ill health arising
from work activities and putting controls in
place to manage those risks.
The Health and Safety Executive (HSE)
identify six primary sources of stress (the
hazards) at work:
•
•
•
•
•
•

the demands of the job
staff control over their work
the support that is received from 		
managers and colleagues
the relationships at work
roles in the organisation
how organisational change is managed
and communicated.

Managers and colleagues may
notice the following signs of stress:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

changes in a person’s behaviour
an individual becoming disillusioned with
their work
deteriorating relationships with colleagues
reduced performance or productivity
increased smoking or drinking alcohol or
even drug-taking
loss of appetite
complaining about their health
bullying, racial or sexual harassment
irritability and fatigue
indecisiveness
absenteeism
confusion about how everyone fits in to
the organisation.
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The controls employers can consider
putting in place include:
• how much say an individual has in the
way they do their work, the workload
involved and the working environment
• flexible working options/improved
work-life balance
• the policies, procedures and systems in
place to adequately support staff
• the systems in place to enable and
encourage line managers and staff to
support their colleagues and provide the
correct level of supervision
• promoting positive working to avoid
conflict
• policies and procedures to report, 		
prevent, resolve or deal with 		
unacceptable behaviour
• make sure everyone understands their
role and how it fits into the organisation
• engagement with staff and adequate
consultation on changes and 		
opportunities to influence proposals
• training to build personal resilience and
manage stress
• managers and staff working together
to identify issues at source and agreeing
realistic and workable ways to address
them.

There isn’t one single piece of legislation
that covers all issues of workplace stress and
much of the law governing stress has evolved
from case law and not legislation. So, it is
worth employers also looking at websites
such as CIPD HERE and ACAS HERE
In addition, employers must also be careful
that they do not discriminate against anyone
suffering from poor mental health. A mental
health issue can be considered a disability
under the law (Equality Act 2010) if all of the
following apply:
• it has a ‘substantial adverse effect’ on the
life of an employee
• it is expected to, or it does, last for at least
12 months
• it affects their ability to carry out normal
day-to-day activities.
A mental health issue can be considered
a disability even if the symptoms are not
present all the time or are less severe at some
times than at others.
If an employee has a disability, employers
must:
• not discriminate against the employee
because of their disability
• make reasonable adjustments.
It is good practice to work with the employee
to make the best adjustments for them even if
the issue is not classed as a disability. Simple
changes to a person’s working arrangements,
such as allowing more frequent rest breaks
or a line manager helping a team member to
prioritise their workload, can lead to a happier,
more productive worker.
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What should we do?
Chief Executive /
Managing Director
•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•

Ensure the organisation meets the 			
requirements of the Health and Safety at 		
Work Act 1974
Include mental wellbeing, including stress, on
management meeting Agenda
Lead from the top on creating a culture that
mental health is as important as physical 		
health
Create and implement a mental 			
health strategy. Right Directions has 		
Stress Management procedures as part of our
HR and Health and Safety support.
Communicate with the staff that their mental
wellbeing is important at the top level of
the organisation, via staff bulletins, meeting 		
and workshops, and that it is okay to talk 		
openly about mental health. Arrange
workshops for all employees
Consider appointing mental health 			
‘champions’ who all employees can talk to
If you don’t already do so, consider providing
an Employee Assistance Programme
Arrange mental health awareness training for
managers (Right Directions offers an
online ‘Mental Health Awareness for 		
Managers’ course).

•

•
•

Line Manager
•
•

•

•
•

General Manager
•
•
•

Conduct a stress risk assessment (Right 		
Directions has one of these in the Health & 		
Safety QMS and on STITCH™)
Implement the agreed control measures
Provide training for all staff on recognising 		
and understanding the symptoms of stress 		
and knowing who to inform if they
suspect they, or a colleague, is suffering 		
from stress or a mental health problem 		
(Right Directions offers an online ‘Mental 		

Health Awareness for Frontline Staff’ course)
Provide training for line managers in 		
recognising the symptoms or stress and
the organisation’s processes for dealing 		
with reports of work-related stress and mental
health issues (Right Directions can provide HR
procedures and support)
Conduct a wellbeing survey
Include a section on wellbeing and stress in
your annual team satisfaction survey.

•
•

Provide all new employees with an effective
induction – make their first few days in the job
a positive experience
Have regular, scheduled one-to-ones with 		
your team and include work-life balance,
mental health and wellbeing each time. 		
Actively listen to them, reassure them and 		
support them
Consider using the HSE Talking Toolkit, 		
designed to help managers start a
conversation with their team members about
identifying stressors and to help manage
and prevent work-related stress
Investigate and discuss the reasons for stress
fully
Agree what reasonable adjustments can be
made at work for staff with mental health
issues and gain agreement from your line 		
manager or HR for these, including timescale
and review period
Signpost external agencies which provide 		
support, e.g. GPs and Mind
Ensure you consider your own mental health –
dealing with team members suffering from
stress and/or poor mental health, can be 		
stressful. Seek advice from expert 			
organisations such as the CIPD, Mind and
the Centre for Mental Health.
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What should we do?
Everyone
Take responsibility for your own mental health, and:
• seek help at the earliest opportunity for 		
either stress and/or mental health issues
• try to identify the causes
• identify what you can do to make things 		
		better
• tell your line manager (if the source of 		
		 pressure is your line manager, inform their
		 line manager)
If you spots some of the signs of stress, talk to:
• the individual
• HR
• your line manager
• whoever is responsible for mental health in
		 your organisation
• Make sure the one-to-ones scheduled with
your line manager do take place and that 		
you do discuss mental health
• Ask your colleagues if they are okay!
• Maybe have a look at the Stress 			
Management Society’s HERE 30 Day
Challenge for April.
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