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Stress and mental health at work
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Managing stress at work
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1. Overview

1. Bf=E

Employers have a legal duty to protect workers from stress at work by doing

a risk assessment and acting on it.

What is stress?

HSE defines stress as ‘the adverse reaction people have to excessive pressures
or other types of demand placed on them’.

Workers feel stress when they can’t cope with pressures and other issues.
Employers should match demands to workers’ skills and knowledge. For
example, workers can get stressed if they feel they don’t have the skills or time
to meet tight deadlines. Providing planning, training and support can reduce

pressure and bring stress levels down.

Stress affects people differently — what stresses one person may not affect
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another. Factors like skills and experience, age or disability may all affect
whether an worker can cope.
There are six main areas of work design which can effect stress levels. You

should manage these properly. They are:

* demands

*= control

= support

* relationships
= role

* change

Employers should assess the risks in these areas to manage stress in the
workplace.

Signs of stress

Stress is not an illness but it can make you ill. Recognising the signs of
stress will help employers to take steps to stop, lower and manage stress in
their workplace.

How to help

The earlier a problem is tackled the less impact it will have. If you think that
a worker is having problems, encourage them to talk to someone, whether it’s
their line manager, trade union representative, GP or their occupational
health team.

Our Talking Toolkits can help line managers have simple, practical

conversations with workers which can help prevent stress.
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To protect workers from stress at work, employers should assess risks to their

health. These example stress risk assessments may help.

You may need to develop individual action plans for workers suffering from

stress. HSE’s Management Standards may also help you to identify and

manage the six causes of stress at work.
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2. Causes of stress at work

2. BBRICRBITAARA P ADRRA

There are six main areas that can lead to work-related stress if they are not
managed properly. These are: demands, control, support, relationships, role
and change.
For example, workers may say that they:

* are not able to cope with the demands of their jobs

* are unable to control the way they do their work

* don't receive enough information and support

* are having trouble with relationships at work, or are being bullied

* don't fully understand their role and responsibilities

* are not engaged when a business is undergoing change
Stress affects people differently — what stresses one person may not affect
another. Factors like skills and experience, age or disability may all affect

whether a worker can cope.

By talking to your workers and understanding how to identify the signs of

stress, you can prevent and reduce stress in your workplace.
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3. Signs of stress

3. A L RADJkE

If workers start acting differently, it can be a sign they are stressed. Managers
should look out for signs of stress in teams and workers, listed below. Think

about whether the stress could be linked to work pressure.

Acting early can reduce the impact of pressure and make it easier to reduce
or remove the causes. If managers are worried that a worker is showing some
of these signs, they should encourage them to see their GP. These signs can be
symptoms of other conditions. If there is something wrong at work, and this

has caused the problem, managers should take action.

Signs of stress in teams
There may be signs of stress in a team, like:
= arguments
» higher staff turnover
* more reports of stress
= more sickness absence
= decreased performance
* more complaints and grievances

Employers must assess the risks of work-related stress in their workplace and

take action to protect workers.

Signs of stress in a worker

A change in the way someone acts can be a sign of stress, for example they
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may-
= take more time off
= arrive for work later

* be more twitchy or nervous

A change in the way someone thinks or feels can also be a sign of stress, for
example:

*  mood swings

* being withdrawn

»= Joss of motivation, commitment and confidence

* increased emotional reactions — being more tearful, sensitive or

aggressive

Workers can help look after their own stress levels at work - if you think you

have a problem talk to your manager, a colleague or your GP.
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4. Stress risk assessment
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Employers have a legal duty to protect employees from stress at work by doing
a risk assessment and acting on it.

If you have fewer than five workers you don't have to write anything down.
But it is useful to do this, so you can review it later, for example if something
changes. If you have five or more workers, you are required by law to write
the risk assessment down.

Any paperwork you produce should help you communicate and manage the
risks in your business. For most people this does not need to be a big exercise

— just note the main points about the significant risks and what you decided.
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An easy way to record your findings is by using our risk assessment template,

and there are example risk assessments on stress, that may help employers

in small businesses:

» Baker employs 9 people (PDF)

» Financial services company has 40 workers (PDF)

» College employs 150 people on multiple sites (PDF)

The

standards help identify and manage six areas of work design which can affect

Employers may also find HSE's Management Standards helpful.

stress levels — demands, control, support, relationships, role and change. Our
example risk assessments below show the kind of approach a small business
might take. Use them as a guide to think through some of the hazards in your

business and the steps you should take to control the risks.
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5. Help for workers on stress at work

5. tEEDX NV RIZEET B HBE DD DBT

Spotting signs of stress
If you are stressed you may notice changes in the way you think or feel, for
example:

= feeling negative

* Dbeing indecisive

= feeling isolated

= feeling nervous

* Dbeing unable to concentrate
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You may act differently, for example:

* eat more or less than usual

» smoke, drink or take drugs 'to cope'

» have difficulty sleeping
If you are feeling signs of stress at work, it is important to talk to someone, for
example your manager. If you talk to them as soon as possible, it will give
them the chance to help and stop the situation getting worse.
If the pressure is due to what your line manager is doing, find out what policies
are in place to deal with this. If there aren't any, you could talk to your:

* trade union representative

= worker representative

* HR department

» worker assistance programme/counselling service if your company has
these or
= GP

Many workers are unwilling to talk about stress at work, because of the

stigma stress has. But stress is not a weakness and can happen to anyone.

What your employer must do

Your employer has a legal duty to assess the risks to your health from stress

at work and share the results of any risk assessment with you. Your employer

may follow HSE's Management Standards approach, which help identify and

manage the main causes of stress at work.

Help with stress caused by non-work issues
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For help outside work, these organisations have useful websites or helplines

you can phone for advice in confidence.
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Mental health conditions, work and the workplace
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One in four people in the UK will have a mental health problem at some point.
While mental health problems are common, most are mild, tend to be short-

term and are normally successfully treated, with medication, by a GP.

Mental health is about how we think, feel and behave. Anxiety and depression
are the most common mental health problems. They are often a reaction to a
difficult life event, such as bereavement, but can also be caused by work-
related issues.

This guidance talks generally about work-related stress but where such stress
1s prolonged it can lead to both physical and psychological damage, including
anxiety and depression.

Work can also aggravate pre-existing conditions, and problems at work can
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bring on symptoms or make their effects worse.

Whether work is causing the health issue or aggravating it, employers have a
legal responsibility to help their employees. Work-related mental health issues
must to be assessed to measure the levels of risk to staff. Where a risk is
identified, steps must be taken to remove it or reduce it as far as reasonably
practicable.

Some employees will have a pre-existing physical or mental health condition
when recruited or may develop one caused by factors that are not work-related
factors.

Their employers may have further legal requirements, to make reasonable
adjustments under equalities legislation. Information about employing people
with a disability can be found on GOV.UK or from the Equality and Human
Rights Commission in England, Scotland and Wales.

There is advice for line managers to help them support their employees with

mental health conditions.

How employers can support people with mental health conditions

In 2017, the government commissioned Lord Stevenson and Paul Farmer
(Chief Executive of Mind) to independently review the role employers can play
to better support individuals with mental health conditions in the workplace.

The ‘Thriving at Work’ report sets out a framework of actions — called ‘Core

Standards’ — that the reviewers recommend employers of all sizes can and
should put in place:
* Produce, implement and communicate a mental health at work plan
that promotes good mental health of all employees and outlines the
support available for those who may need it

= Develop mental health awareness among employees by making
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information, tools and support accessible
* Encourage open conversations about mental health and the support
available when employees are struggling, during the recruitment
process and at regular intervals throughout employment, offer
appropriate workplace adjustments to employees who require them
*  Provide employees with good working conditions and ensure they have
a healthy work life balance and opportunities for development
*  Promote effective people management to ensure all employees have a
regular conversation about their health and well-being with their line
manager, supervisor or organisational leader and train and support
line managers and supervisors in effective management practices
* Routinely monitor employee mental health and wellbeing by
understanding available data, talking to employees, and
understanding risk factors
The core standards have been designed to help employers improve the mental
health of their workplace and enable individuals with mental health
conditions to thrive.
By taking action on work-related stress, either through using the HSE
Management Standards or an equivalent approach, employers will meet parts
of the core standards framework, as they will:
= form part of a mental health at work plan
* promote communications and open conversations, by raising
awareness and reducing stigma
* provide a mechanism for monitoring actions and outcomes
How mental ill health and work-related stress can go together

Work-related stress and mental health problems often go together and the
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symptoms can be very similar.

Work-related stress can aggravate an existing mental health problem, making
it more difficult to control. If work-related stress reaches a point where it has
triggered an existing mental health problem, it becomes hard to separate one
from the other.

Common mental health problems and stress can exist independently — people
can experience work-related stress and physical changes such as high blood
pressure, without having anxiety, depression or other mental health problems.
They can also have anxiety and depression without experiencing stress. The
key differences between them are their cause(s) and the way(s) they are
treated.

Stress is a reaction to events or experiences in someone’s home life, work life
or a combination of both. Common mental health problems can have a single
cause outside work, for example bereavement, divorce, postnatal depression,
a medical condition or a family history of the problem. But people can have
these sorts of problems with no obvious causes.

As an employer, you can help manage and prevent stress by improving
conditions at work. But you also have a role in making adjustments and
helping someone manage a mental health problem at work.

Mental ill health, stress and the Management Standards

Although stress can lead to physical and mental health conditions and can
aggravate existing conditions, the good news is that it can be tackled. By
taking action to remove or reduce stressors, you can prevent people becoming
ill and avoid those with an existing condition becoming less able to control
their illness.

HSE’s Management Standards approach to tackling work-related stress
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https://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/standards/index.htm

establishes a framework to help employers tackle work-related stress and, as
a result, also reduce the incidence and negative impact of mental ill health.

The Management Standards approach can help employers put processes in
place for properly managing work-related stress. By covering six key areas of
work design you will be taking steps that will minimise pressure, manage
potential stressors and limit the negative impact that the work could have on

your employees.
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Tackling work-related stress using the Management Standards approach

https://www.hse.gov.uk/pubn4s/wbk01.pdf
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