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1. INTRODUCTION 

The pnvention of ill-health caused by work is a major feature in the preparation of a 10 year strategy 
for occupational health in the UK. Identifying and tackling the causes, however, of work related ill 
health is difficult and complex, occupational health being only one component of the wider agenda 
for public health. 

The incidence of stress and its effect on health is one area which warrants - and is receiving - national 
consideration. While accidents at work are decreasing, other health issues, including stress related 
illnesses are increasing. 

It is in this context that the Council, within its Health and Safety Policy, has formulated its policy on 
stress at work, together with guidelines for use within departments. 

Stress can involve: 

0 physical effects, such as raised heart rate, increased sweating, headache, dizziness, blurred vision, 
aching neck and shoulders, skin rashes and a lowering of resistance to infection; 

0 behavioural effects, such as increased anxiety and irritability, a tendency to drink more alcoliol 
and smoke more, difficulty sleeping, poor concentration and an inability to deal calmly tvith 
everyday tasks and situations. 

These effects are usually short-lived and cause no lasting hami. When the pressures recede, there is a 
quick return to normal. 

Stress is not therefore the same as ill health. But in some cases, particularly where pressures are 
intense and continue for some time, the effects of stress can be more sustained and far more 
damaging, leading to longer-term psychological problems and physical ill health. 

There is no such thing as a ‘pressure-free’ job. Every job brings its oun set of tasks, responsibilities 
and day-to-day problems, and the pressures and demands these place on us are an unavoidable part of 
working life. We are, after all, paid to work and to work hard, and to accept the reasonable pressures 
that go with that. 

Some pressures can, in fact, be a good thing. It is ofien the tasks and challenges we face at n:ork that 
provide the structure to our working days, keep us motivated and are the key to a sense of 
achievement and job satisfaction. 

But people’s ability to deal with pressure is not limitless. Excessive worhplace pressure and the 
stress to which it can lead can be h m h l  and can undermine the health of an employee. 

In general, h m f u l  levels of stress are most likely to occur where: 

pressures pile on top of each other or are prolonged; 

people feel trapped or unable to exert any control over the demands placed on them; 

people are confused by conflicting demands made on them. 

Problems at work can be triggered or made worse where: 

1 



11 

people feel a high degree of uncertainty about their work, their objectives or their job and career 
prospects; 

work schedules are inflexible and overdemanding; 

there is prolonged conflict between individuals, including possibly sexual or racial hanssment, or 
bullying, or where staff are treated with contempt or indifference; 

there is a lack of understanding and leadership from managers or supe&isors. This does not 
mean that they have to be easy-going and undemanding. People usually welcome clear direction 
and will often feel less stress if they can see that the boss at least understands the problems they 
are under and w i l l  do what he or she can. 

Certain kinds of job can, by their nature, place heavy emotional demands on employees, nhich, if 
not properly addressed, can result in harmll  levels of stress. These jobs include those which involve 
continuous contact with or responsibility for people, those involving exposure to human suffering, 
injury or death, or those which might involve violence or danger. 

Physical conditions in the working environment can also be stressful. These include: 
e 

excessive noise, heat, humidity and vibration; 

the presence of toxic or dangerous materials or other obvious \vorLqAace hazards \vhich might not 
be adequately controlled. 
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2. POLICY 

North Lanarkshire Council recognises that occupational stress is a potential hazard which can lead to 
ill health. The Council Will therefore: 

(i) Take all reasonably practicable steps to identify causes of stress in the Council, including:- 

0 staff surveys 

0 monitoring deterioration in work performance 

0 monitoring of sickness absence, in accordance with the Absence Management Policy 

0 relationships at work 

(ii) Provision of awareness training 

e (iii) Implement both formal and informal procedures for employees to progress stress problems 
related to worlqlace conflict as shown in the accompanying guidelines. 
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3. GUIDELINES 

3.1 IDENTIFYING A PROBLEhI 

If employees who work for you are showing all or some of the following this could indicate that they 
are under stress:- 

Staff attitude and behaviour 

0 Loss of motivation and commitment 

0 Staff working increasingly long hours but for diminishing returns 

0 Erratic or poor timekeeping 

Work performance 

0 Reduction in output or productivity 

0 Increase in wastage and error rates 

0 Poor decision making 

0 Deterioration in planning and control of work 

e 

Sickness absence 

0 Increase in overall sickness absence, in particular fiequent short periods of absence 

Relationships at work 

0 Tension and conflict between colleagues 

0 Poor relationships with clients 

0 Increase in industrial relations or disciplinary problems 
e 
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3.2 h1ANACEhIENT ACTION 

Good management can help reduce or m o v e  unnecessary stress and the following aspects should be 
the objectives of all managers: 

0 confidence and competence, 

0 consistency of treatment, 

good two-way communication. 

combined with: 

0 some flexibili? without being unfair to individuals, or tolerating those whose red object is to 
avoid work or transfer their problems to others; 

0 scope for vaqing working conditions and for people to influence the way their jobs are done - 
increasing their interest and sense of on-nership; 

0 an open attitude by managers to what people say to them and their jobs or about the stresses of 
their work; 

0 

0 ensuring people are treated fairly and that bullying and harassment of those who seem not to ‘ f i t  
in’ is not allowed; 

0 ensuring that staff have the skills, training and resources needed to do their jobs properly. 

3.3 PROCEDURES 

Should an employee be obviously suffering from stress or should they make i t  knotvn to their line 
manager or other member of management i t  is important that this is recognised as a serious problem. 
It should not be seen as a personal problem but an issue which management and the Council are 
committed to addressing. It is important that individuals are not made to feel guilty about their stress 
problems and a serious attempt should be made to alleviate any work related factors. If necessary 
they should also be encouraged to contact their General Practitioner andior make use of the Council’s 
Occupational Health procedures. 

0 

Should medical information be received which notifies that an employee is suffering from ivork 
related stress then the employee should be referred via the Council’s Occupational Health 
procedures. 

Should an employee indicate that work related stress is problematic, there are two issues which 
require to be considered:- 

claim that he or she is suffering fiom stress because of harassment in the workplace the steps outlined 
in the Council’s Harassment Policy should be implemented. This policy is currently in draft but the 
following steps should be followed in the interim. 

1. Where work related factors are considered to be the underlying cause of stress. 

2. Where stress is occasioned by harassment. 
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These may not be mutually exclusive. To recognise difficulties for employees complaining of or 
wishing to complain of harassment, separate policy and guidelines have been prepared. Hanssment 
may not necessarily give rise to stress, per se, but to reflect the circumstances which warrant 
investigation and action, the harassment policy has been prepared to separately address the processes 
specific to this sensitive aspect of personnel and employee relations. 

For work related stress concerns, it is recommended that:- 

1. The employee advises hidher line manager or supervisor, of the concern. 

2. The line manager or supenisor would discuss the concerns with the employee and identiQ, 
where possible, the causes of the work related stress. 

3. b l e r e  the circumstances are established as work related, the line manager should in 
conjunction with senior officers, endeavour to minimise, alleviate or eliminate such factors. 

4. Concurrently with measures to identify and eliminate these factors, the line manager ivould 
encourage the employee to liaise with hidher GP where stress was contributing to an adverse 
effect on the employee’s health. 

0 

5 .  Where investigation concludes that work related factors are not deemed to be the cause of 
stress, the employee should be so advised; but if stress continues to be manifest or 
complained of, further medical advice should be sought by the employee through the 
employee’s GP. 

Harassment 

Harassment at work can take varying forms and in v q i n g  degees. It may be explicit or implicit. 
deliberate or unintentional. Harassment may or may not give rise to stress and may not necessarily 
result in ill health. Complaints or incidents relating to harassment may on occasion be directed 
towards the employee’s line manager, or supenisor, and in these circumstances. harassment 
complaints may not be appropriately referred or satisfactorily resolved by an employee’s immediate 
line manager. 

For all these reasons, separate policy and procedural guidelines have been prepared to reflect the 
specific aspects of harassment. Both policy documents however should be referred to in 
circumstances where stress is identified as a consequence of incidents or the \vork environment. 

0 

In both sets of circumstances, depamnents may wish to consult with the Administration Department’s 
Personnel Sen-ices Division for guidance and assistance. 
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