STRESS AT WORK –A GUIDE FOR MANAGERS
General

Northumberland County Council accepts that stress at work is a serious issue, and will take action to reduce avoidable work-related stress.  It will also take steps to provide employees with support when excessive work-related stress arises.
Stress is extremely complex, both in its causes and its cures, and is not susceptible to a "quick fix".  In addition, work-related stress can combine with stress arising from other sources, sometimes in unpredictable ways.  
The County Council firmly believes that the total organisational culture, and particularly the way in which managers manage their employees, is the most important consideration.  Our approach to stress management reflects this.
The following guidance offers managers a way to check that they have the fundamental systems in place to protect their staff and to take appropriate action, where necessary.  

What is stress? 
The HSE defines stress as ‘the adverse reaction people have to excessive pressures or other types of demand placed on them’.  It arises when they perceive that they  cannot cope with those demands. 
The stress response is natural and not in itself an illness.  Its effects are often short-lived and cause no lasting harm.  However, it is well established that stress can result in physical and psychological illness when exposure is excessive and prolonged.  Work-related stress is not reportable under RIDDOR.
To prevent and manage work-related stress, managers need to:
· Accept that work-related stress might be a problem for their staff. 

· Understand what work-related stress is and the relationship between work and home stress. 

· Listen to their staff and to take action on what they find out. 

· Set expectations with their staff, so that they understand what managers can and cannot do for them. 

· Make time to tackle stress properly. 

Legal Requirements 
Under health and safety law all employers have a legal responsibility to ensure the health safety and welfare at work of their employees.  This includes minimising the risk of stress-related illness or injury to employees.  Ill health arising from, or exacerbated by, stress–related ill health at work may constitute a disability under the Disability Discrimination Act if it is prolonged. 
It is important to remember that it is the manager who takes responsibility for compliance with these legal requirements.

The role of Management
The County Council recognises the ‘Management standards framework’ outlined by the HSE as the definitive guide to managing stress.  This document can be found at:
http://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/standards/index.htm. 
Much of the responsibility for managing stress will fall on managers within the County Council.  With this in mind they need to know what stress is and also understand what skills, abilities and behaviours are necessary to manage employees in a way that minimises work-related stress.
How to identify signs and symptoms of stress in individuals
There are several clear signs which indicate that people are experiencing significant stress at work.  Managers should aim to identify issues as early as possible so that action can be taken before the pressure becomes a problem; by doing so it will be easier to reduce and eliminate the causes.

Stress can manifest itself in many different ways.  Some of the items in the lists below may not be indicative of stress if people always behave in the ways described.  Managers may need to manage these people differently.  Managers are particularly looking for changes in the way employees behave that could be linked with excessive pressures.
	Work Based Symptoms

· Declining or inconsistent performance

· Uncharacteristic errors

· Loss of control over work

· Loss of motivation

· Indecision

· Lapses in memory

· Increased time at work

· Lack of holiday
	Emotional Symptoms

· Tearfulness

· Short temperedness

· Irritability or anger

· Increased sensitivity

· Anxiety 

· Frustration

· Feeling drained

· Guilt

· Loss of humour 

	Mental Symptoms

· Confusion

· Muddled thinking

· Inability to plan

· Reduced social contact
	Changes in Behaviour

· Arriving late at work

· Leaving work early

· Extended lunches

· Absenteeism

· Mood swings

· Getting less work done

· Nervous habits such as biting nails 

· Increased smoking or drinking

· Loss of appetite

· Changes in sleeping patterns


The causes of stress may be related to work, home, relationships and personal life or be a combination of them.  Some people may show many of these symptoms, others may not.  The symptoms may also be due to an underlying health problem.
How to identify signs and symptoms of stress within a group of employees
It is important to be aware that stress can occur within groups of workers, and not just individuals.  Signs of stress to look out for in a group include:

· Disputes and disaffections in the group
· Increase in staff turnover

· Increase in complaints and staff grievances

· Increased sickness absence

· Staff reporting stress problems
· Difficulty attracting new staff

· Poor performance

· Customer dissatisfaction or complaints 

Dealing with non-work related stress

It is important to be mindful that there may be external stressors outside of the workplace.  An employee is not obliged to tell their manager of their personal problems, however, there are some practical things that managers could do to support them, which are detailed below:
· Be sympathetic and proactive - Arrange a confidential meeting with the person, allowing them the opportunity to discuss any problems they wish and allowing the manager time to voice their own concerns.  It may help to clarify whether the person’s problems are work-related or personal. 
· Be flexible - Consider offering the person more flexible working hours.

· Offer outside support - If appropriate, the manager could suggest that the employee visit their doctor.  The manager could also suggest support groups.  A list of sources of help can be found in appendix 1 of this guide.
· Outline the support and services on offer - this may include, for example, the Welfare Officer or referral to the Occupational Health Unit.
Northumberland County Council has produced a raft of HR policies and guidelines which aim to support the achievement of a healthy work/life balance.  These supporting documents are listed in appendix 3 and are also located on the intranet and advice is available from HR.  The flexi-time scheme also gives a greater degree of flexibility to the employees to whom it applies.  
Stress and Mental Health at Work
Work-related stress and mental health often go hand in hand. The symptoms of stress and common mental health problems are similar, for example, loss of appetite, fatigue and tearfulness can be symptoms of both.

Work-related stress may trigger an existing mental health problem that the person may otherwise have successfully managed without letting it affect their work.  For people with existing mental health issues, work-related stress may exaggerate their problem.  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.  Managers have a role in making reasonable adjustments and helping the person to manage the problem at work.  For guidance as to how to support an employee with mental health difficulties managers may find it useful to consult the following resources:
‘A line manager’s resource – A practical guide to managing and supporting people with mental health problems in the workplace’.  To access this document click here:

http://shift.org.uk/files/employers/lmr2009_web.pdf. 
‘Essential guide to mental health and wellbeing’.  To access this document click here:

http://www.mindfulemployer.net/Well-being%20Resource%20Book%20for%20New%20Managers.pdf 

Bullying and Harassment

An employee who is being bullied or harassed at work may experience work-related stress as a result.  Managers should consult the County Council’s harassment policy for further information on how to manage cases of bullying and harassment.  To access this document click here:

http://www.northumberland.gov.uk/idoc.ashx?docid=1dfc649f-a820-413b-90b0-8b6d571f722a&version=-1 
What managers should do if they identify stress in one of their employees
Where a line manager has concerns that staff may be exhibiting possible signs of excessive stress that is affecting their work performance, conduct or relationships with others which could in turn affect their work performance, he/she should take immediate action.  The manager should try to have a private discussion with the member of staff about the situation.  This could be a very sensitive matter and it is quite likely the member of staff may become agitated or upset and may deny they have any issues.  The manager has a responsibility for the health and safety of the staff they manage and must ensure that the individual does not put anyone, including themselves, at risk.  The manager should explain their concerns and inform the member of staff of the help available under the County Council’s Stress policy, and offer referral to the Welfare Officer.  It is strongly advised that the manager seek the expert advice of the Occupational Health Unit and a timely referral should be made using the medical referral form.  This can be accessed by clicking here:
http://www.northumberland.gov.uk/idoc.ashx?docid=2528c3df-26eb-4c84-8ac7-9609fd7988be&version=-1 
A confidential meeting with the member of staff and the Welfare Officer can be arranged if requested.  The aim of this is to explore possible ways to deal with issues of concern.  Though the substance of the discussion will be strictly confidential the line manager will need to be aware that these meetings are taking place so that reasonable time off to attend can be arranged.

Stress Risk Assessments

A stress risk assessment is similar to any other risk assessment.  It is a process which highlights the hazards and risks associated with the operation of the County Council in relation to the mental rather than the physical health of its employees.  
The stress risk assessments are particularly important as they may be called upon to provide documentary evidence.to demonstrate that the County Council had adopted good pratice and had fullycomplied with the law.

The County Council has adopted the 3-tier risk assessment process advocated by the HSE.  The HSE guidelines are available at appendix 2 of this document.  Details of the three tiers are outlined below:
· At Group, Service or School level - the assessment should be completed by the Senior Management Team in conjunction with a member of the HR service or Children’s Services Department.  

· At Team level - the assessments may need to take account of different establishments or  acknowledge varying working arrangements
· At individual employee level - the assessment will normally be completed following a period of absence due to stress and will ensure that measures are put in place to protect the returning employee from further risk.

The County Council offers a course on how to conduct risk assessments. Information is available in the Courses and Training Services Directory which can accessed by clicking here:

http://www.northumberland.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=2088 
The stress risk assessment form covers six key areas which need to be considered as part of the exercise, as follows:  

· Demands
· Support
· Control
· Relationships
· Role
· Change

Staff will need to be consulted about the content of the assessments in order to give the assessment credibility.  If a Team assessment is necessary, then this should be initiated as a Team brainstorming session.  The line manager then takes reponsibility for pulling the ideas together into a final document.
Examples of model stress risk assessments which give an indication of the level of detail required can be obtained from the Health and Safety Team.  It is very important to make sure that the assessments are not over-complicated and that the additional action identified is realistic and achievable.  It is also important to keep the assessment focussed upon issues which are within the control and influence of the employing organisation. 
All stress risk assessments must be authorised via the Senior Management Team of the Group or School Management Team.

Further advice is available from the Health and Safety Team or on the intranet.  http://www.northumberland.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=1534
Development of skills as a manager 

The skills required to prevent and reduce stress at work can be developed.  The Council encourages managers to assess whether they currently have the behaviours identified as effective for preventing and reducing stress at work by completing the on-line Stress Management Indicator Tool,  This will assist managers to reflect on their behaviour and management style. 

The County Council offers a management development programme for all managers, from the most senior right through to first line supervisors.  Stress issues are an integral part of these courses.  Information can be found in the Courses and Training Services Directory which can be accessed by clicking here:

Hyperlink needed.
Appendix 1
Further Support and Services Available Outside of Work

	Alcohol 
	Drinkline - Information and support for anyone concerned about their own or someone else’s drinking
	0800 917 8292

	Bereavement
	Cruse Bereavement Line - Helpline for bereaved people and those caring for bereaved people.
	0844 477 9400

	Carers 
	Carers Line - Advice and information for all carers.
	0808 808 7777

	Young People
	Childline - Helpline for children and young people in danger, distress or with any problem.

NSPCC - For anyone concerned about a child at risk of abuse.
	0800 1111
0808 800 5000

	Disability
	DIAL - UK network of disability information and advice services run by people with direct experience of disability
	01302 310 123

	Domestic Violence
	Women's Aid - Practical advice and emotional support for women experiencing domestic violence.

REFUGE - Advice and support for anyone experiencing domestic violence.
	0808 2000 247
0808 200 0247

	Drugs
	National Drugs Helpline - For drug users, their families, friends and carers
	0800 77 66 00

	Emotional Crisis
	The Samaritans - Confidential, emotional support for anyone in a crisis.
	08457 90 90 90

	Family
	Careline - National charity providing a confidential telephone counselling service.
Parentline - Helpline for the parents and carers of children
	0845 122 8622
0808 800 2222

	Money
	National debtline - Help for anyone in debt or concerned that they may fall into debt
	0808 808 4000

	Older People
	Age Concern - For older people, their families and people working with them
	0800 00 99 66

	Social Welfare
	Shelter. - Helpline for anyone facing a housing emergency.

Citizens’ Advice Bureaux - Free, confidential advice on a host of topics
	0808 800 4444

http://www.adviceguide.org.uk/


Appendix 2a – Individual Risk Assessment
[image: image1.wmf]Stress Risk Assessment
	Directorate:  
	Division:  
	Reference:  

	Activity:  Individual risk assessment for X to assist in carrying out his/her role as an XX.

	Site: 

	People at Risk:  X recently returned to work after sick leave resulting from anxiety/stress/depression.  A phased return to work with limited duties was agreed on X’s initial return to work 


	Additional Information:  To be read in conjunction with YY.  The Occupational Health Unit (OHU) also possess confidential health records which have a direct bearing on this risk assessment.


Risk Evaluation
	Hazard 
	Risk
	Rating
	Existing Control Measures
	Additional Action Required

(action by whom, by when)

	Failure to identify the control measures which may need to apply.
	Exacerbation of existing condition.
	M
	The OHU based at County Hall has provided confidential health advice upon which this assessment is based.  If there is any difficulty in following the control measures the Occupational Health Unit should be contacted as soon as these issues arise.

Xxxx is expected to report any difficulties in complying with the assessment.  Regular case reviews are held to monitor progress between X, the Manager and, where requested, his/her trade union representative.  Input from both the Personnel Officer and Occupational Health Specialist can be offered if and when required.  Decisions made in relation to reasonable adjustments should be added to this risk assessment This assessment will be reviewed by Dr Z on date xx.
Are these measures adequate?  Yes/No
	None Required.

	Demands

	Initially, X may find that specific workloads increase his/her stress levels. 

Over-demanding work patterns. 

Any concern in relation to work environment, such as  hot, cold or unsafe 


	Increased stress which could elevate the risk of triggering a disproportionate adverse reaction

Increased tiredness and  stress levels

Frustration leading to stress


	
	X’s job description was used to identify all specific tasks he/she regularly undertakes.  X has been asked to identify any tasks which he may find difficult since returning to work, as detailed in the assessment below.   X has indicated that adjustments made are adequate and he/she will raise any concerns with the Manager.
Insert agreed teaching patterns and arrangements for other duties such as line management duties. 

Workplace inspection should be undertaken and any problems should be discussed so as to reach an amicable solution.

Are these measures adequate? Yes/No
	All workload adjustments agreed should be added to this risk assessment.

Monitor progress 



	Control

	X’s expectations of his/her role may not match service requirements in practice.
	Frustration leading to stress
	
	X should be encouraged to utilise his/her specialist skills and initiative

X has been consulted on his/her temporary and medium term work pattern. Training requirements have been discussed as part of the existing appraisal process.

Are these measures adequate?  Yes/No
	None Required.

	Support

	Xxx has difficulty in coping with agreed working arrangements. 
	Exacerbation of medical condition leading to ill health and further absence from work. 
	
	Insert support arrangements such as who provides this and the arrangements for support access.   

Insert arrangements for xxx to discuss issues with a trusted individual other than his line manager  

Detail regular support meetings with identified manager to include receipt of encouragement and constructive feedback 

Insert monitoring arrangements  

Identify intervention arrangements if symptoms of condition become apparent 

Are these measures adequate?  Yes/No
	Consideration should be given for XXX to attend ‘assertiveness’ or ‘stress awareness for employees’ training

	Relationships

	Line management relationships becoming strained due work pressures or individual conflicts 


	Exacerbation of medical condition leading to ill health and further absence from work
	
	X and Xx have a good working relationship and there are no relationship problems with other staff.

NCC has a comprehensive policy covering dignity at work and, where there are problems, NCC’s grievance procedures can be invoked.

Are these measures adequate?  Yes/No

	

	Students/Clients may be aware of xxx’s condition which may lead to them adopting provocative or antagonistic behaviour.


	
	
	This has not been problematic thus far.  The usual disciplinary procedures will be invoked should any unacceptable behaviour be encountered.

Insert monitoring arrangements

Are these measures adequate?  Yes/No

	

	Role

	A conflict between service requirements and individual needs may develop in relation to reasonable adjustments for specific roles 
	Pressure and anxiety could lead to stress  
	
	The management team is committed to work together with xxx to remove problems or barriers which might prevent him/her from returning to normal duties.   

Insert details of specific roles to be discussed such as line management, project management or coordinator functions  

Are these measures adequate?  Yes/No
	Consider the contents of NCC’s policy on Diversity and Equality in Employment



	Change

	Modifications may be required to X’s various roles if reasonable adjustments cannot be achieved. 


	Frustration leading to elevated stress 


	
	It is recognised that long term modifications may be necessary and that the key objective should be to bring all difficulties encountered to a state of amicable conclusion.

Are these measures adequate?  Yes/No
	

	Being involved in high pressure initiatives such as PLF restructuring or Ofsted inspections
	Frustration, anxiety or pressure to succeed, feelings of guilt if things go badly.
	
	Good communication with nominated staff should ensure that X’s feelings in relation to high pressure situations are recognised and, where necessary, actions taken to ensure the risk of adverse reaction are minimised.

Are these measures adequate?  Yes/No

	


	Signature:…………………………Name:……………..…………..…Job Title:……………….………………....Date:……………
	Review Date:……………


Appendix 2b –  Team Risk Assessment

[image: image2.wmf]Risk Assessment Form
	Directorate:  
	Division:  
	Reference:  

	Activity:   All routine activities carried out by ………  ……. team members


	Site: 

	People at Risk:  All staff


	Additional Information: 


Risk Evaluation

	Hazard 
	Risk
	Initial Risk Rating
	Existing Control Measures
	Final Risk Rating
	Additional Action Required

(action by whom, by when)

	Demands

	Demanding work patterns.
	Increased stress levels 

Poor work/life balance. 
	M
	Managers monitor work patterns using the time recording systems and should agree any unusual hours of work. 

Appraisals are conducted on a regular basis and service planning takes into account achievable workloads. Smart objectives to be set and workplans identified. 
	L
	Manager to monitor work/life balance & ensure staff take proper breaks



	Complex or demanding Workloads.  
	Excessive pressures or demands on an individual leading to Increased stress levels. 
	
	Service Plans match skills and abilities to job demands. Appraisal objectives are agreed and take into account the capabilities of employees.

	
	Managers to listen to concerns about work environment
Training, mentoring, coaching etc to be considered


	Emotionally demanding workloads, coupled with unrealistic customer expectations.
	This aspect of the work is extremely wearing on staff and could lead to anxiety, frustration and stress.
	
	Activity-based risk assessments are in place in service areas which provide services to difficult or demanding clients.

Teams are encouraged to be mutually supportive when aware that a team member has taken a difficult call or is dealing with a difficult issue.

Various training options have been designed to develop skills that help employees deal with stressful workloads, such as receiving irate telephone calls from members of the public.

Any significant instances of verbal abuse will be reported on the Violent Incident Form (VI) and appropriately investigated by the line manager.


	
	Senior managers will be asked to consider the level of service delivered and agreed courses include stress awareness, time management and assertiveness 
Staffing rotated to try to cope with workload pressures in general.  

. 

	Unacceptable timescales arising from requirements of external bodies (mandatory or statutory requirement, external audits or County Council targets).  


	The possibility that colleagues could feel compelled to work excessive hours and/or will overwork, which could lead to stress, tiredness, frustration, anxiety.
	
	Information regarding the possibility of continuing with enhanced staffing arrangements beyond this timescale will be communicated to staff regularly
Negotiation regarding resources or timescales
	
	

	Reduced staffing resources during periods of staff turnover and sickness absences.
	Staff capacity is overstretched leading to poor performance, frustration and stress.
	
	Put appropriate ‘cover’ arrangements in place.  New members of staff do, however, have to be trained to do the job.  

Short term enhanced level of line management involvement is required.


	
	Staff to raise any issues at an early stage.  Training issues in relation to new team members need to be addressed.

Written protocols to be drawn up in order to facilitate cover arrangements should individual be absent.

	Poor work environment.

Overcrowded, noisy or untidy work space. 

Poor workstations or Storage arrangements
	Ergonomic risks which  could lead to frustration and stress.
	
	The office accommodation has been organised to ensure that the best use is made of the available space.

DSE workstation assessments are conducted and reviewed in line with statutory requirements.

Storage arrangements have also been rationalised to ensure that all areas are easy to access.

Scanning of paper files into electronic system for future use is proceeding.


	
	If necessary, arrange for DSE assessor training and review these assessments to reflect changes.

Budget for any outstanding workstation requirements.

Ensure managers carry out workplace inspections on a regular basis.

	Control

	Staff role expectations may not match service requirements in practice.
	Frustration leading to stress,
	
	All members of staff are encouraged to utilise specialist skills and initiative in line with the organisational ethos and commitment to investors in people.

All training aspirations and requirements are discussed as part of the existing appraisal process.


	
	None Required.

	Support

	Senior managers may find it difficult to support team members at times when high volume or difficult workloads issues arise. 

 
	Increased pressure within the section during such periods could result in frustration, anxiety and stress.


	
	Prioritisation of the workloads of senior manager and staff to be considered
Support team working arrangements- cover, ‘buddying’, monitoring etc.

	
	.

	Relationships

	Colleagues in other services will not provide statutory or other information in a timely manner. 


	Anxiety, frustration and stress. 
	
	If necessary, boundaries of acceptable behaviour will be communicated to customers. 


	
	Manager to consider writing to colleagues to urge them to supply appropriate service.

	Conflict or bullying between colleagues 
	Anxiety, frustration and stress.
	
	Boundaries of acceptable behaviour are well established within the organisation.  Dignity at work procedures are in place.

The Stress for Managers training course is mandatory for all Middle and Senior Managers 
	
	The council’s commitment to a healthy workforce emphasises the need to rid the organisation of bullying.

	Line management relationships becoming strained due work pressures or individual conflicts.


	Stress and anxiety leading to ill health and absence from work.
	
	The requirement to maintain good working relationships is the responsibility of all line managers. 

Where possible, senior managers intervene before problems escalate.  

NCC has a comprehensive policy covering dignity at work and, where there are problems, NCC’s grievance procedures can be invoked.
	
	None required

	Change

	LGR – job threats, cut backs, new roles and responsibilities, lack of promotion
	Increased pressure within the section during such periods could result in frustration, anxiety and stress.
	
	Team Briefings or Directorate Meetings – provide employees with information on reasons for changes.

Consultation with employees to enable them to influence proposals.

Processes for managing future change within the team to be kept under review.


	
	Employees to be made aware of timetable and impact of changes.  Training and support to be given.


	Signature:…………………………Name:……………..…………..…Job Title:……………….………………....Date:……………
	Review Date:……………


Appendix 3
Related documents of interest

Equal Opportunities Policy and Guidelines

Harassment and Bullying Policy

Whistle Blowing Policy

Training Policy

Violence at Work Policy

Compassionate leave arrangements

Job Share scheme 

These supporting documents are also located on the intranet.  Advice in respect of these policies is available from HR.
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