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Stress
levels

Around 13 million days off work are attributed
to stress every year in the UK but the cures
and causes are often overlooked

BY SALHE BAAYNI

Stress-rolated illness has overtaken back pain &g
Britain's most common cause of workplace
absenteeism, and yet, when South East-based law firm
Ash Law jointly surwyed siress in the workplace with
Hurnan Resaurces magazinge Wist yvear, thay faund that
£0% of HR managers had absolutely no strategy in
place to deal with the issue. Like ME and RSI, stress is
often not taken seriously in the workplace.

Whalkever the contritwtory factons =
communications technology speeding up our working
lives, pared back staffing kevels - with an estimated
yearly cost o the eponamy of E300 billion in lost
productivity, mounting statutaocy sick paymanis i
awer 13 million working days taken
each year, this protlem s not going el MRl s1AY el
avelny by itsell,

Despils the traditional wiew that a
happy employee is never stressed,
it's an lssue this government is
taking serioushy. The Health and
Salety Execulive’s 2004
managameant guidelines clarified L— =
employers’ legal duty of care
towards its stalf, and in September 2005 a national
director for occupational health was appainied,
Althouwgh the government aims to reduce warkplaca
absenteeism by 20% come 2010, Lthere have been
plenty of cases brought against emplovers by thelr
stressed employees alfeady, warns Rebecca Thormky
Gibson, Ash's head of employment, who is based at
thie firm's headguarters in Cramdley.

“All egnphiyers ane SUpposed o calmy out risk
assessmeants - the legislation has been around since
2002 - but stress risk assessments (usually a
confedential stafl guestionnaire, also known as 3 stress
audit) are not common, Seme people thrive on *
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deadlines and excessive
workloads and others just
crumble, and these people are
going (o keep it wnder wraps
until emiployers resolve to da
samething.”

Could a siress audil become a
requirgment of obtaining
company insurance? Al good
insurance companies will be
rmeanatoning current claims and
niedd bo assess how well an
employer s managing the
Issue,” says Philkp Marten, a
risk consultant in commercial inturance for Aon Lid.
"If stress claims in the workplace continue to rise
then if i3 highly ikefy that insurers would leok to fully
assess the risk each business poses. This would miost
likely entall a stress audil, be it a visit from a risk
manager or the completion of a stress guestionnaire”

Last yar, the Chartered Management institule
wdentilied bullying as the cause of 50% of $iress-
redated iliness in 54% of women and 35% of men:
under the H3E's managemsant guidalines, an
ernployer establishing a pattern of bultying after a
stfess audit would be expected to proactively stamp
it out. Rebecca outlines the four key aspects
employers should adopl - a stress policy, stress
management training for line managers, a stress
audit and mast impartanthy, a strategy for
impdementing change, "4 ot of companies have the
first Ehre in place, buk nothing in terms of putting it
into practice,” Rebacca explains.

I the Ash/HR survey, T9% of respondents’
comganies had mot underfaken stress audits and of
those that ded, only 18% developed sodutions. These
might include counselling, fexible working howrs and
subsidiced gym membership, although “most
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Companies woubd baulk at maental Bealth days
because I¥s time away Trom work,” says Rebecca.

O Chrigtine Macfie heads the Health, Salety and
Wigllare Unil of Sussex Police and recently complated
a sbress audit of police officers and civilian stafi. “in
2004 the Home Office sickness absence targets were
Tl /2 working days per police officer, and in 2005
they were eighl.” The audit was proviced by an
dxbernal group of stress consultants who used foous
groups of randomly sebpcted staff bo davise tha
QueesEpnnaine, A working party will iImplement
changas. S0 was it successful? “We had & &29 return
an the questionnaire,” says Christine proudly, and
runs through an impressive lisl of sarvices already
avallable o stalf, “l like to think our services hene are
comprehensive, but we'd be foolish to ignare areas
that need imprevement, Thede is 8 lendency for
organisations not to do anything if the “too difficult’
light comes on,”

Perhaps stress management will become an
integral part of business schaol training in the future,
biurt i am SME wihere resources are limited, it will
continue & be up to the individual to manage their
O SNEES

Murray Grossmith, creative director at award-
winning design agency Mint Design in Brighton, says:
“We're a small company and with our workloads il’s
difficult to take time off, 50 having lunch “al dasks’ is
often the only option. Bul we have endeavoured to
create an epan-plan studio environment that is
rélaxed and friendly for us and our clignts,
surround-sound FIP radio alse helps!”

Taking lunch breaks and remembering to breathe
slowly and geeply will reduce strass, and there are a
mumber of therapies available. Hastings-based EFT
{Emotional Freedom Techniques) practitioner and
trainer Jane Temple describet (hic relatively mow
therapy as “mof-ivasive psychological acupunciure
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which can produce rapid and longrlasting cognitive
shifts. Everyons has a degres of slreds in fhe
workplace,” she says, "Dul it's all about the degree Lo
which il can be a motivating force or immobdfise you.™
EFT irvalves tapping on majer merkdian points with
thee fimgertips, quickly releasing Lhe emotional charge
from stressful situations. “EFT can offer quick results
for a quick-fix sociaby and there's no reason why
people can't doil ab their desk.”

Professor Angela Clow, senior churer in peychology
at the university of Westminster, knows 4 lot aboul the
bipchemistry of stress. While co-presenting 2004'
BEBCI series The Stress Test, Angela was amazed by
how sensitive the stress chermical cortisal, part of the
body's fight-and-flight response, was to moment-te
morment changes in the case studies’ lives. bost
illumninaking was hene thiey B2l a5 s00n as they woke
up In the morning, which tefded 1o sel how hey were
going to feed for the rest of the day.

=“Stress is largely psychorsocial,” she says. “There's
the event, your perceplion of it and how you respand
to it How can emplopors recognise tha carly warnmendg
signs? "4 breakdown in commenication, small
decreases i effliciency, pethy sguabbles betwean
staff... it's a cascade of events. Some peaple might
become very withdrawn." What advice would she give
o seamegne in a job that they leel stressed daing?
=D of the rmost valldated buffers of stress is
communication and support between people, and
having a balance between work and hom i witad,
Material goals will never complebely meet your needs.”

And the Best way to prevent stress? “Stress has
marny arigins,” says Angéla Clow, “The mos! important
way lo protect yoursell is b have realitsd
expectations of what you can achieve.”

Visil Asb Law al www.asb-lawcom. Contact Jane
Temple on 01424 T12241 or visit the Association for
Meridian Energy Thefapisls {awatamt.ooml,
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HEALTHYBODY
HEALTHYMIND
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URBAM CHILL will coms and massage your lingd
employees aches and pains, without them having b
leawe their desks! infe@urbar-chill.com

TEL: 0800 736129

-1 DETOX |5 a home detoxification service providing
a tailor made programime which takes the clent
throwgh compléte medical debox

TEL: 0845 558 ST29 wvowll-1detox ook

SPORTS HUTRITION LTD has everything from
profein shakes b anargy pills to keep up energy levels
www.musche-shopoo.uk TELD D800 316 2407
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HAPPYTALK

Bibby Financial Services has some tips
on how to keep everyone happy

Team Cemmunication: craate o potitive ermvironment
by good communication at all levels. Make sune
ewiryone kngws whal is happening and fieels involved.
Be a good listener: the key to a successful
partnership i being prepaned (o listen, Spend Lime
wilh your stalf so you are aware of how they fieel,
Trusl is key = ermpower valued staff to make decisions
and avoid a blame owlture by acknowlbedging that
mistakes are inavitable,

Caresr progression: set a clear career path for all
staff as almost BO% of workers say they do not know
where they are heading, If erployees are happy with
thelr career they will be less likely to look alsewhere
Training for employees: encourage stafl at all levels
to bearn nivw Shills &5 thes improves morake,

Hire suitable employees = make sure the right people
are recrulted in the first place, Ayvoid the lemptation
to fill job vacancies too quickiy

Ctay Mexible: stafl with familles are more Fkely to
stay with a company that is Tiexible to family and
personal needs. The Egual Opporiunities Commisson
has found nine cut of ten amployers have experianced
impraoved stafl refention rates as a result of
implementing flexible working practices,

Stalf incenthres: introduce an effective incentiva
scheimi o help refaln statf for longer.

Soclal environment: an area where stalf can have a
comifortable tea breas is good for team Spind.
Celebrate success: make all employees avware of any
success within the company. Praising those
respontiie gt emplovess a greater sense of salf
worth and achievement.
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